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Dissertation Abstract 
Inadequate Descriptive Systems 
Nicholas Frobes-Cross 
This dissertation presents the early work of Martha Rosler, Allan Sekula and Fred 
Lonidier as an attempt to intertwine political and aesthetic practice that was fundamentally 
distinct from the dominant, contemporaneous models of politicized avant-garde art. Throughout 
the first half of the 1970s these artists were in constant, close dialogue with one another, and, for 
the first time, this dissertation attempts to read their work during this period as a shared project. 
Considering the initial few years of their careers, it is an effort to understand how their practice 
emerged, and how it set itself apart from predominant forms of Conceptual art, post-Minimalism 
and institutional critique. In particular, it will explore how these three artists conceived of a 
relationship between political and aesthetic practice that was not dependent upon a self-reflexive 
investigation of their own art work's conditions of possibility. Drawing on realist and 
documentary traditions from the first half of the 20
th
 century, Sekula, Rosler and Lonidier sought
to create art that was always related to something beyond itself, developed in relation to the 
social world in which it existed. These artists neither assumed dependence on a given 
institutional, discursive formation, nor held out for an absolute escape from the institutions of the 
art world. Instead, they moved strategically between various locations, various publics and 
various discourses in a continual attempt to speak intelligibly within those sites most relevant to 
the political struggles they addressed.  
In order to understand this strategic movement, it is necessary to read these artists’ 
works as utterances within momentary, contested discursive fields. As a result, this dissertation 
will provide close readings of several works through a detailed consideration of the particular 
situations in which they were created, displayed and received. Whether as flyers handed out at 
protests or self-consciously gallery friendly photo-text works, every piece will be read as a 
precise intervention within a specific location. Following this approach, each chapter focuses on 
a small number of works and reads them within the social and political events they both instigate 
and enter into, whether those are, as in the first chapter, a public dispute over the nature of art 
between two academic departments, or, as in the second chapter, the protests against the Vietnam 
War. Through each of these analyses this dissertation outlines these artists' shared attempt to 
produce art that only emerges through the discourses into which it enters, but is never entirely 
home wherever it might find itself.  
By describing this fundamental premise of Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier's work, this 
dissertation both seeks to provide a more adequate accounting of this group’s shared project, and 
an alternative model for conceiving of the relation between political engagement and the post-
war avant-garde. 
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Beyond politicized purity:  

















 Martha Rosler was not happy, neither was Herbert Marcuse. It was early spring on 
the University of California San Diego campus, well into the second semester of the 1972-73 
school year. A meeting had been called, in the hopes of reaching some kind of agreement. It was 
held in the Philosophy department’s seminar room. In the end, the artist was not present. But the 
philosopher showed up, surrounded by a group of supportive colleagues, including fellow 
philosopher Arthur C. Danto, German writer Reinhard Lettau and Sandra Dijkstra, the literature 
student who, by many accounts, started this fight. Rosler was represented in absentia by her own 
cadre, visual arts professors Fred Lonidier, Eleanor and David Antin and fellow student Allan 
Sekula. The subject of discussion was Rosler’s Monumental Gar(b)age Sale (1973), exhibited in 
the UCSD Art Gallery in January as her first MFA review exhibition, and the ensuing debate 
between Dijkstra and the artist in the pages of the Triton Times, the university newspaper. In his 
2004 autobiographical poem “time on my hands”, David Antin gives his version of the meeting: 
 
in the beginning we were all very tentative and polite   trying to 
see if we could agree on the terms    because if we couldnt agree even 
loosely on what we thought art was it would be pointless to argue 
about it    but it may have gone on a bit long because marcuse became 
somewhat impatient with it    he pounded the table with his fist 
“nonsense!” he said in his heavily accented english   “we all know 
  what art is”1 
 
Evidently they did not. 
                                                
1 David Antin, “Time on My Hands,” in I Never Knew What Time It Was (Berkeley: University of 





 By 1973, Lonidier, Sekula and Rosler, along with a few other visual arts faculty 
and students including, most importantly, Phil Steinmetz, had become a close knit “working 
group” meeting nearly every week and “batting ideas around.”2 “That Marxist cabal down there” 
in the darkroom, was how film critic and UCSD professor Manny Farber referred to them.3 
Sekula and Rosler had entered the UCSD Visual Arts MFA program the previous year; Lonidier 
had been hired as a professor, after graduating from the program in 1972. 
 The group had coalesced around a shared interest in imagining artistic practice as 
political practice. They were not the only ones thinking along these lines at the time. Their 
approach, however, was unusual. They often took photographs, sometimes they made videos, 
sometimes performances. Nearly all of their work included text in one way or another. Many of 
the works, with text-image combinations and straight, laconic photographs, looked like 
conceptual art.  Some works, incorporating the artist’s body into uncanny, discomfiting 
situations, looked like performance and video art of the time. But there is always something else 
going on, stories of an aerospace engineer and his family, scenes of anti-Vietnam war protestors 
                                                
2 Benjamin Buchloh, “A Conversation with Martha Rosler,” in Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life World 
(Birmingham, England; Vienna, Austria; Cambridge, Mass.: Ikon Gallery; Generali Foundation; MIT 
Press, 1998), 23–55. 32 
Other artists associated with this group for shorter periods of times include, Brian Connell, Adele 
Schaules, Steve Buck and Marge Dean. 
3 Steve Edwards, Martha Rosler: The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems (London: The MIT 
Press, 2012). 133 n. 89 
Rosler also worked as a research assistant for Farber during her time at UCSD. A position that gave her 
exposure to a wide range of contemporary film. 
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being arrested, detailed descriptions of work place injury. The presence of this other material 
cannot be deduced from a rigorous self-investigation of the artwork or its conditions. The array 
of topics covered, from factory labor to gourmet cooking seems more appropriate to a 
sociological study, which, in part, is what these works are. It was an approach that would leave 
Sandra Dijkstra with an “overwhelming sense of suffocation in what is,” while walking through 
Rosler’s Garage Sale.4 Rosler, Sekula and their colleagues did not see their work as an attempt to 
think ahead of the present, but an attempt to dive into a present that is never altogether here, 
never entirely complete, and thus in and if itself open to change. 
 As Sekula would later write, the members of this ‘cabal’ “were working on an art 
that deals with the social ordering of people's lives.”5 These artists all began producing art from 
within the antiwar and women’s liberation movements and then made issues like unemployment, 
occupational health and safety, domestic labor, and the rituals of suburban life the ground from 
which their work would develop. Not mere subject matter, they served as determining factors for 
their subsequent choices of medium, method, distribution and venue. In doing so they sought out 
an alternative history of art production, which ran through the Farm Security Administration’s 
Historical Section and the Worker’s Film and Photo League of the 1930s, European interwar 
realism and French avant-garde film of the 1960s. It is a history associated with the development 
of documentary, particularly in film and photography, and the various manifestations of a realist 
ambition to represent the social world. They did not seek to simply return to any of these 
                                                
4 Sandy Dijkstra, “A Note on Garage Sales,” Triton Times, February 9, 1973. 
5 Allan Sekula, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of 
Representation),” The Massachusetts Review 19, no. 4 (December 1, 1978): 859–83. 
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moments, but to transform them into tools to help imagine a kind of art production that would 
find its driving forces outside itself.6 In particular, between the history of social documentary in 
the United States and the factographic and productivist traditions in Germany and Russia, they 
looked for descriptive and pedagogical methods that did not depend upon positivist certainty or 
political neutrality. 
 This dissertation will focus on the relatively short time this group spent together 
in San Diego from 1970 until Rosler and Sekula’s separate departures in 1975, while also 
considering the formative work Rosler did before her arrival in California. During their years 
together in San Diego, these artists worked in an intellectual and artistic environment and 
engaged with an educated, but non-specialized academic public centered on the university. Based 
out of UCSD, they were relatively isolated from major art markets and institutions in Los 
Angeles and New York. At the same time, they were surrounded by a cosmopolitan, politically 
engaged academic culture. Their primary exhibition venue was the university’s gallery whose 
audience overwhelmingly consisted of faculty and students. As students and faculty themselves, 
they were able to interact with the intellectual culture at the university, at the time a hub of 
contemporary political theory, sociology and philosophy. This academic base also allowed them 
to exhibit work at venues and for groups beyond the art world. Rosler had established 
                                                
6 Their work within the history of documentary could be well described through Benjamin’s description 
of the work of literary history Benjamin as an attempt to turn the literature of the past into a tool to be 
used in the present, into “an organon of history.”  As Benjamin writes: 
“What is at stake is not to portray literary works in the context of their age, but to represent the age that 
perceives them-our age-in the age during which they arose. It is this that makes literature into an organon 
of history; and to achieve this, and not to reduce literature to the material of history, is the task of the 
literary historian.” Walter Benjamin, “Literary History and the Study of Literature,” in Walter Benjamin: 
selected writings, Volume 2: 1927-1934 (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap, 2004), 459–65. 465 
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connections with artists and activists in San Diego and Los Angeles at organizations like the 
Feminist Studio Workshop, later the Woman’s Building, and Womanspace Gallery. By the mid-
1970s Lonidier was involved in state and local labor unions. All three were involved in anti-
Vietnam war activism from the mid-1960s onwards.  As the third chapter of this dissertation will 
explore in detail, their work is inseparable from their position at the university, its intellectual, 
political community and its relative distance from the commercial hubs of the art world. 
 While considering the entire group, Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier are the central 
characters in this story. It is primarily in their work, that the ideas these artists batted around 
coalesced into a sustained, and perhaps unprecedented, practice. The second chapter focuses on 
Rosler’s photomontage and its connection to the anti-Vietnam War movement. While first 
produced before meeting Sekula and Lonidier, Rosler’s photomontage continued for several 
years after they became colleagues, and establishes the central problem addressed in all three 
artists’ work, how to re-imagine a connection between art and ongoing political struggle beyond 
the limits of existing modernist strategies or the most prominent alternatives within Minimalism 
and Conceptual Art. The third and fourth chapters will focus on a close reading of a few works 
by both artists during two periods, 1971 to 1972 and 1972 and 1975, roughly divided between 
their early time in the San Diego area and the years during which Rosler and Sekula were 
enrolled in the UCSD Visual Arts MFA program. These two chapters will follow the 
development of their work from early performances and protest actions through their increasing 
interest in photography and social documentary. As these two chapters will establish, although all 
three artists are often identified with the history of photography, their adoption of the technology 
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was a response to the problems presented by their attempts to merge political activism and art 
practice, rather that an end in and of itself.7 
 Rosler, Lonidier and Sekula, until his death in 2013, have continued to write and 
create since the 1970s. As a result, they have participated in an array of debates throughout the 
past four decades and been allied with and categorized within a multitude of movements and 
groups. Considering the first decade, and in particular, the first few years of their careers, this 
dissertation is an effort to understand how their practice emerged, and how it set itself apart from 
contemporaneous developments in conceptual art and institutional critique. It begins from the 
hypothesis that their work, although intimately intertwined with these movements, is not 
adequately understood within existing histories of either one. This chapter will trace the 
development of conceptual art and institutional critique through their increasing engagement 
with the linguistic, architectural and eventually sociopolitical conditions of art production from 
the late 1960s into the early 1970s. Through a reading of two sets of works and text, centered 
                                                
7  In a discussion of Rosler’s work, Alexander Alberro has argued that the “the scope” of the artist’s 
work “has in many cases been underappreciated despite its resonance in widely disparate fields. Her work 
has been regarded as innovative and influential in a number of disciplines, including art theory and 
criticism, photography, video, performance, and installation. Today, it is discussed not only in an art 
context but also within a remarkable array of academic fields, including art history, architecture and 
urbanism, women’s studies, sociology, cultural studies, theater, and video.” The same could be said about 
Sekula, and, although Lonidier has not received this kind of recognition, his work is also relevant to an 
array of different field both in and out of an “art context.” By attempting to pinpoint the fundamental 
strategies for intertwining political and aesthetic practice that underlie the specific mediums they use, this 
dissertation is, in part, an attempt to lay the groundwork for a better appreciation of the “resonance” of 
their work across the “disparate fields” they have engaged. 
Alexander Alberro, “The Dialectics of Everyday Life: Martha Rosler and the Strategy of the Decoy,” in 
Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life World (Birmingham, England; Vienna, Austria; Cambridge, Mass.: 
Ikon Gallery; Generali Foundation; MIT Press, 1998), 72–113. 113 
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around Rosler and Sekula’s earliest published writing, done for the Triton Times between 1971 
and 1973, we will then be able to begin to see the ways in which this UCSD working group grew 






























 A wide array of artists emerged in the late-1960s, from New York to Buenos 
Aires, who began to push their work towards a new kind of direct engagement with political 
activism and social change. Artists who, as Benjamin put it in 1934, no longer asked “What is the 
attitude of a work to the relations of production of its time?” but “What is its position in them?,”8 
and by extension, ‘how can those relations be changed?’ Rosler, Sekula, Lonidier and their 
colleagues were a part of this generation, as are most of the artists now associated with the rise of 
institutional critique and the concurrent politicized transformation of Conceptual art.  Much of 
their work took on forms in part derived from recent Conceptual art. Sekula’s Aerospace 
Folktales (1973) and Rosler’s The Bowery In Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems (1974-1975), 
for example, use a combination of text and photography that echoes earlier works by artists like 
Douglas Huebler, Joseph Kosuth and John Baldessari. Fred Lonidier’s Twenty-Nine Arrests: 
Headquarters of the 11
th
 Naval District, May 4, 1972 (1972), with its serial repetition of similar 
photographic images, is a direct reference to Ed Ruscha’s photo books, in particular, Twentysix 
                                                
8 Walter Benjamin, “The Author as Producer,” in Selected Writings, Volume 2: 1927-1934, ed. Marcus 
Paul Bullock et al., trans. Rodney Livingstone (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 1996), 768–81. 771 
 
10 
Gasoline Stations (1963). Thomas Crow grouped Rosler together with contemporaries Gordon 
Matta-Clark and Hans Haacke as artists who discovered that the “visual means fostered by 
minimalism and conceptualism” could be the “keys to unexpectedly vivid, demystifying modes 
of reference to the world.”9 Within this narrative, artists like Rosler and Sekula appropriate the 
form of Conceptual art and minimalism, but disconnect it from the uses they had previously been 
put to.  If Conceptual art and Minimalism developed as internal criticism of the status of the 
artwork, the argument goes, Rosler and her compatriots used that language as a way to describe 
the world beyond the work. Although this gets at an important shift in their work away from 
reductive self-referentiality, it mistakenly implies that the forms of Conceptual art were simply 
inherited and new content swapped in. Their work is innately tied to the history of Conceptual 
art, and to a lesser extent Post-Minimalism, but it develops out of internal transformations within 
these movements. In particular, Conceptual art’s increasingly rigorous self-criticism became an 
investigation into an artwork’s external architectural and institutional supports, which 
necessitated the development of modes of reference to this external world. In short, an 
investigation of the necessary conditions of possibility of an artwork became an investigation of 
elements of the world beyond the work itself. Self-reflexivity became an investigation into the 
artwork’s position in the “relations of production of its time.” In Rosler, Sekula and their 
colleagues’ work, self-reflexivity itself is no longer the central engine behind the work’s creation. 
 
                                                
9 Thomas E Crow, The Rise of the Sixties: American and European Art in the Era of Dissent (New Haven, 




1. Fred Lonidier, Martha Rosler and Allan Sekula at the “Sense of Reference Exhibition”, 1975 (Hans 
Haacke’s Shapolsky et al., Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, a Real Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971 (1971) 
[left] and Robert Smithson’s photographs of Spiral Jetty (1970) [right] in background) 
  
 
 By the 1970s conceptualism could be associated with artistic practices from 
around the globe that ranged from video installation to text and image works. A fact evidenced 
by exhibitions like Bern Kunsthalle’s 1969 Live In Your Head. When Attitude Becomes Form and 
MoMA’s 1970 Information, which brought together artists from dozens of countries with very 
different commitments, practices and institutional affiliations whose work developed out of some 
form of conceptualism. Information, in particular, demonstrated how much conceptualism had 
expanded and transformed in less than a decade. The exhibition included both earlier conceptual 
works like Kosuth’s One and Three Chairs (1965) and Dan Graham’s Schema (1966) and more 
recent pieces like Haacke’s MOMA-Poll (1970) and Adrian Piper’s Context # 7 (1970). Kosuth, 
one of the artists associated with the New York origins of Conceptual art along with Sol Lewitt, 
Christine Kozlov and Mel Bochner, produced work in the mid 1960s that combined readymade 
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objects with texts and images. One and Three Chairs includes a useable chair, provided by the 
exhibiting institution, a photograph of that chair, taken by the installer, and an enlarged copy of 
the dictionary definition of ‘chair.’ Grounded in a reading of Duchamp’s readymade, the work 
juxtaposes three appropriated objects, all of which can be created and installed without the 
artist’s physical participation. One and Three Chairs reduces the artwork to exhibition 
instructions that themselves merely detail the appropriation of readymade objects, images and 
texts. Drawing on minimalists like Carl Andre and Dan Flavin, whose works were often 
transmitted in the form of instructions to be followed, Kosuth separated artistic production from 
any specific material manifestation.10 “Works of art,” Kosuth argued in his seminal 1969 essay 
“Art After Philosophy,” “are analytic propositions. That is, if viewed within their context- as art -
they provide no information what-so-ever about any matter of fact. A work of art is a tautology in 
that it is a presentation of the artist’s intention, that is, he is saying that a particular work of art is 
art, which means, is a definition of art. Thus, that it is art is true a priori (which is what Judd 
means when he states that “if someone calls it art, it’s art).”11 For Kosuth, in 1969, it is possible 
to conceive of art as a kind of utterance, a linguistic form that can be abstracted from its socio-
historical surroundings. The artwork is defined as such by the form of that utterance, a statement 
of the artist’s intention to produce art. As tautological, the work of art is also nothing but the 
fulfillment of the necessary conditions of its existence as artwork. It is turned perfectly inward, 
whatever form it takes, whatever material or content it may incorporate or reference, is 
                                                
10 Alexander Alberro, Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003). 
34 
11 Joseph Kosuth, “Art After Philosophy, Part I,” Studio International, October 1969. 
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secondary to its existence as a definition of itself as art. Kosuth’s definition of art reads like a 
radicalization of the modernist “self-criticism” articulated by Clement Greenberg in the early 
1960s. Greenberg, of course, argued that any artwork should derive from an investigation into 
the inherent problems of the medium in which it is produced. Unlike Greenberg, for Kosuth the 
specific medium of the artwork was not the ground to be investigated, but, as Thierry de Duve 
has argued, the generic category ‘art’ itself.12 Even Donald Judd, who Kosuth mentions above, 
and his minimalist colleagues, remained tied to the object and its physical existence, for Kosuth 
this physical form always presupposes a more fundamental conceptual, linguistic form that that 
governs the definition of art. As tautological analytic proposition, Kosuth’s notion of the artwork 
is a kind of limit case of self-reflexivity in which the work is not only non-referential, but 
determined by an abstract, logically circular conceptual framework. 
 
 
                                                
12 Thierry de Duve, Kant after Duchamp (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996). 239-255 
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2. Dan Graham, Schema, 1966 
 
 In the works of artists like Lawrence Weiner and Dan Graham the self-criticism of 
Conceptual art led to the consideration of something beyond an analytic philosophy of artistic 
utterance. Weiner’s A 36” X 36” Removal to the Lathing or Support Wall of Plaster or Wallboard 
from a Wall (1968), included in When Attitude Becomes Form, consists of the titular instructions 
either executed or displayed by the exhibiting party. Here the reduction of the work to a set of 
instructions serves to highlight its dependency on the architectural, material, situation in which it 
finds itself. As Buchloh has argued, “the structure, location and materials of the intervention, at 
the very moment of their conception are completely determined by their future destination.”13 
For Weiner, the necessary conditions for the existence of a work include the architectural space 
in which it exists, as a result a similar self-reflexive investigation inevitably begins to open 
outwards into the architectural context in which the work appears.14 Graham’s Schema is a text 
piece to be printed in various publications, its specific layout and text is largely determined by 
the editor. The remaining text is simply a catalogue of information about the piece’s particular 
manifestation in that publication, with statistics like the percentage of “area not occupied by 
type” and the number of infinitives, nouns and adverbs used. As Weiner allows his work to be 
determined by its architectural location, Graham allows his to derive its form from the 
                                                
13 Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Conceptual Art 1962-1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the 
Critique of Institutions,” October 55 (December 1, 1990): 105–43. 136 
14 It is worth noting that a work like Kosuth’s One and Three Chairs also does, to a degree, incorporate its 
dependency on the situation in which it was displayed, in particular, by using a chair provided by the 
exhibitor. However, for Kosuth, this is a framed as a contingent element of the work able to be changed 
from one manifestation to the next without altering the work itself. 
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publication in which it appears. In A 36” X 36’ Removal… and Schema, there is still a 
genealogical thread connecting back to Greenberg’s “self-criticism.” The two works are not 
about their Greenbergian medium, but they attempt to reduce themselves to a self-reflexive 
investigation of their own conditions of possibility. Unlike their high modernist antecedents and 
equally unlike Kosuth, they find those conditions in the world outside the artwork, and beyond 
abstract definitions, in the contingencies of architecture and mass media. As Graham wrote in a 
letter to Buchloh about Schema in 1969, 
 
“[U]nlike a Stella painting, for example, the variants of Schema are not simply self-
referential. This is because of the use of the magazine system as support. Magazines 
determine a place or a frame of reference both outside and inside what is defined as “Art” 
Magazines are boundaries (mediating) between the two areas…between gallery “Art” and 
communications about “Art.””15 
 
                                                
15 from a 1976 letter to Benjamin Buchloh cited in, Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Moments of History in the 
Work of Dan Graham,” in Neo-Avantgarde and Culture Industry: Essays on European and American Art 
from 1955 to 1975 (Cambridge, Mass.; London, England: MIT Press, 2003), 179–201. 
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3. Hans Haacke, MoMA Poll, 1970               4. Adrian Piper, Context #7, 1970 
 
Haacke and Piper slightly later works extended earlier Conceptual artists’ investigations 
towards participatory projects that specifically took the limitations of art institutions as their 
negative source and target. Adrian Piper’s Context #7 opens the work to the museum visitor, 
without asking a specific question or determining a set range of answers. Consisting of seven 
loose-leaf notebooks filled with blank pages and the instructions, “You (the viewer) are requested 
to write, draw, or otherwise indicate any response suggested by this situation (this statement, the 
blank notebook and pen, the museum context, your immediate state of mind, etc.) in the pages of 
the notebook beneath this sign. The information entered in the notebook will not be altered or 
utilized in any way.”16 The work did not delimit the kinds of responses the viewer could give. 
                                                




Over time as the notes and drawings accrued it became a kind of catalog of thoughts, actions and 
interpretations often bracketed within the modernist museum, including anti-war slogans, 
autobiographical musings and children’s doodle. Haacke’s MOMA-Poll invited visitors to submit 
answers to the question, “Would the fact that Governor Rockefeller has not denounced President 
Nixon’s Indochina policy be a reason for you not to vote for him in November?” by dropping a 
paper ballot into a clear plexiglass box. The ballots themselves were color-coded according to the 
kind of fee the visitor paid to enter the museum, so full-fare visitors could be distinguished from 
members, those who came on ‘free Fridays’, and those who had a guest pass. The piece 
transformed participants from politically neutral, classless museum-goers into representatives of 
political opinion separated by their bureaucratic status vis a vis the museum. It’s sculptural form, 
including the transparent boxes filled with ballots and adjacent chart indicating the daily tally, 
became, in part, a register of political opinion. Existing through the production and display of 
information, MOMA-Poll has a “functional dimension” that, as Buchloh argues, “depends on the 
idea of artistic signification as communicative action.”17  Haacke’s work, in Buchloh’s 
formulation, assumes an aesthetic experience is not limited to formal pleasure, 
phenomenological experience nor even a tautological “definition of art,” but is a way of 
imparting knowledge. As artist Mary Kelly would argue Haacke’s work marks “a shift at the 
level of content and putting the so-called synthetic proposition back on the agenda, that is … 
reversing Kosuth’s dictum that art is an analytical proposition and … saying that art isn’t 
                                                
17 Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Hans Haacke: Memory and Instrumental Reason,” in Neo-Avantgarde and 
Culture Industry: Essays on European and American Art from 1955 to 1975 (Cambridge, Mass.; London, 
England: MIT Press, 2003), 203–41. 220 
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confined to speaking about art, it can refer to things outside itself , it can have what you would 
call ‘social purpose.’”18 Buchloh connects this work to the kind of productivism articulated by 
Benjamin above. Benjamin’s own ideas were indebted to several parallel artistic development in 
Europe and Russia during the preceding interwar period, in particular, Berlin Dada, Brecht’s 
theater and criticism, and writers like Sergei Tretyakov and Osip Brik associated with the Soviet 
avant-garde.  In several essays between 1982 and 1995, Buchloh would use these same reference 
points to describe Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier’s work, citing Benjamin, Brik and Tretyakov, but 
as we will see these artists developed an importantly different relationship to this history.19 As 
Julia Bryan-Wilson argues, Haacke saw himself as a “double agent,” an employee of the 
institutions where he exhibited who was simultaneously “trying to interrupt the uncritical flow of 
data, news, and numbers” within those institutions20. Implicit in Haacke’s method, is a belief that 
                                                
18 Mary Kelly and Laura Mulvey, “Conversation,” Afterimage, March 1986, 6–8. 
 quoted in: 
Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Hans Haacke: Memory and Instrumental Reason,” in Neo-Avantgarde and 
Culture Industry: Essays on European and American Art from 1955 to 1975 (Cambridge, Mass.; London, 
England: MIT Press, 2003), 203–41. 220 
19Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Allan Sekula: Photography Between Discourse and Document,” in Fish 
Story (Düsseldorf: Richter, 1995), 189–200. 
---, “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art,” Artforum, September 
1982. 
---, “Since Realism There Was...,” in Art & Ideology (New York, N.Y: New Museum of Contemporary 
Art, 1984). 
20Julia Bryan-Wilson, Art Workers: Radical Practice in the Vietnam War Era (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2009). 181 
Haacke refers to himself as a “double agent” in an interview with Jeanne Siegel in Arts Magazine in 1971. 




arts institutions could be changed, that critique could be effective in rendering them a valuable 
resource.21 Along with artists including Piper, Michael Asher, Daniel Buren, Marcel Broodthaers 
and Mierle Laderman Ukeles, his work in the 1970s marked the emergence of institutional 
critique. MOMA-Poll led Haacke to works like Manet Projekt ’74 (1974), which displays the 
provenance of Manet’s Bunch of Asparagus (1880) through owners that include Hitler’s minister 
of economics, and On Social Grease (1975), which juxtaposes quotes by corporate executives 
and arts professionals echoing each other’s thoughts about the importance of commercialism in 
the arts. Around the same time, Ukeles was making her Hartford Wash works (1973) in which 
she cleaned the exterior and interior of the Wadsworth Athenaeum Museum of Art in Hartford, 
Connecticut, making, as Helen Molesworth argues, “unpaid or underpaid maintenance labor” 
visible as a gendered form of oppression that undergirds any public exhibition.22  Whether by 
making the museum more participatory, making legible connections between capitalist enterprise 
and the arts or making explicit the maintenance work of the museum staff, these works hinge on 
the idea of investigating and improving the artwork’s own institutional conditions. They did not 
                                                
21Haacke’s work in the 1970s had developed during his time as a leading member of the Art Worker’s 
Coalition. The AWC had been founded in January, 1969 after the artist Vassilakis Takis “kidnapped” his 
own piece, Tele-Sculpture (1960), from an exhibition at MoMA. (Bryan-Wilson, 13) Takis saw his action 
as the beginning of a larger movement to challenge “the stagnant policies of art museums around the 
world.” (Bryan-Wilson, 13) The AWC developed a form of activism centered on public art institutions, 
often pointing out the contradictions between their role as public, open, communal space and their 
unspoken financial and political alignments. Haacke, an early member of AWC, echoed their focus on the 
museum in his own work. 
22Helen Molesworth, “House Work and Art Work,” October 92 (Spring 2000): 71–97. 
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seek to escape or destroy these institutions but submit them to a “deconstructive testing” from 
within.23 As Alexander Alberro has written,    
 
That gesture of negation, of negating the established conventions of art [within the first 
generation of institutional critique], was modernist at its core. It posited that the aesthetic 
exists in the critical exchange, in the debate, within the context of the art world. It was 
also dialectical: its aim was to intervene critically in the standing order of things, with an 
expectation that these interventions would produce actual change in the relations of 
power and lead to genuine reconciliation. Besides negation, it also sought the possibility 
of a moment of synthesis. Institutional critique, at least in its initial years of development, 
held out for the ideal institution of art; it held on to the old promise, and did not rest on 
the moment of negation as if that was in itself the truth.24 
 
Following Alberro’s argument, even Haacke, Piper and Ukeles remain within the lineage 
of modernist self-criticism and its belief that such criticism could produce a more perfect artwork 
or institution. By shifting the focus from the internal conditions of the work’s medium or its 
abstract definition, they allowed their work to “refer to things outside itself” and “have what you 
would call ‘social purpose’.” It remained a social purpose, an instrumentalism, developed out of 
self-criticism, and directed towards the institutional conditions in which these artists found 
themselves. Ukeles integrated a feminist critique of domestic labor by turning towards the labor 
of the museum staff. Haacke integrated a critique of capitalism through a critique of the artwork 
as commodity and the arts institution similarities to and connections with corporations. The 
                                                
23Hal Foster, “Who’s Afraid of the Neo-Avant-Garde?,” in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the 
End of the Century (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), 1–32. 25 
24Alexander Alberro, “Institutions, Critique, and Institutional Critique,” in Institutional Critique: An 
Anthology of Artists’ Writings, ed. Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 
2009), 2–19. 2 
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artwork becomes a potential political instrument through the revelation, exploration of and 
intervention within its own institutional conditions of possibility.  
 
 
5. Jeff Wall, Landscape Manual, 1970 
 
Jeff Wall, whose Landscape Manual (1970) was included in Information, in a draft for a 
1980 essay on Dan Graham, argued that such a strategy was doomed to failure. All that it could 
achieve was a very precise negation of its own effectiveness. His essay was both a criticism of 
the work of artists like Haacke, and, in particular, Buchloh’s attempts to understand their work as 
politically instrumental through models drawn from the historical avant-garde.  “‘[L]eftist’ 
conceptualism was able to go no further than the production of negatively polemical or ‘self-
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referential’ indictments which expressed primarily their own unthinkability as works of art.”25 
For Wall, there is an irresolvable contradiction at the heart of work like Haacke’s or Ukeles’, it is 
an attempt to reclaim a political functionality through an elaboration of the impossibility of that 
very conjunction of art and politics. Seen through Wall’s argument, a work like Haacke’s 
MOMA-Poll merely makes apparent the incompatibility between it’s political ambitions and the 
institution in which it exists and the conditions under which it could be read as an artwork. It 
becomes a different kind of inversion of Kosuth’s analytic proposition, not a turn towards the 
synthetic integration of art’s “outside,” but an argument for its own impossibility given the 
nature of that “outside.” The roots of this contradiction lie, Wall argues, in an attempt to integrate 
two incompatible traditions from the historical avant-garde, the legacy of the 1910s Duchampian 
readymade and the “polemical aggression against art in the 1920s and ’30s.”26 On the one hand, 
the work adopts the readymade’s ironic commentary on its own impossibility. Its careful attempt 
to embody the exclusions of a contemporary definition of art in the context of the bourgeois 
modern art world of the 1910s. On the other hand, it attempts to pursue the project of 1920s and 
1930s movements from Dada to the Bauhaus to the Soviet Avant-Garde, to destroy these very 
exclusions as part of a revolutionary remaking of art’s place within society. As a result their 
instrumental, productivist political goals became framed only in terms of how they are excluded 
by the current conditions of possibility of art production, producing nothing more than an 
                                                
25Jeff Wall, “A Draft For ‘Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel,’” in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interviews, ed. 
N.Y.) Museum of Modern Art (New York (New York; London: Museum of Modern Art; Thames & 




“assumption of a radical inadequacy…as if a militant Duchampianism blends with an 
involuntary Greenbergianism: the outcome is politicized purity.”27 It is exactly this “politicized 
purity” that Rosler, Sekula and their group attempted to escape. Of course, a ‘pure’ escape would 
be just as ineffective as “politicized purity” itself. Some kind of utopian attempt to become 
directly political could only be imagined in ignorance of just those institutional conditions made 
visible by the artists Wall criticizes. They attempted to develop a practice that neither assumed 
dependence on a given institutional, discursive formation, nor held out for an absolute escape 
from the institutions of the art world or the creation of an “ideal institution of art.” As Rosler 




                                                
27 Ibid. 
28 Benjamin Buchloh, “A Conversation with Martha Rosler,” in Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life 
World (Birmingham, England; Vienna, Austria; Cambridge, Mass.: Ikon Gallery; Generali Foundation; 




6. Allan Sekula, Untitled Slide Sequence (detail), 1972 
 
 
In February, 1972, Sekula was completing the final year of his undergrad degree at 
UCSD. That same year Sekula wrote one of his earliest, if not actually his first, published article. 
Written for university newspaper the Triton Times, “Notes on a Specific Case of Police 
Harassment” describes an encounter Sekula and a friend had with two San Diego Police 
Department officers.29 While walking in front of a local police precinct, Sekula and his friend 
“were accosted by two officers who jumped out of their patrol car and told [Sekula he] could be 
                                                
29Allan Sekula, “Notes on a Specific Case of Police Harassment,” Triton Times, February 18, 1972. 
 
25 
arrested for taking pictures of unmarked and/or private police cars.”30 Sekula notes his “camera 
had not left its case; and [he] had at all times been on public property.”31  
 
“Nevertheless, the officers questioning took a manic turn. In their paramilitary zeal they 
began to make a series of bizarre threats: “…touch my private car and I’ll kill you … 
walk past the front of my house and I’ll blow your head off … we don’t bother your 
University, don’t come sneaking around our station … we read the CRAZY TIMES [ed. 
note: referring to a short lived, more politically left descendant of the Triton Times], we 
know you hate cops … are you a friend of Jerry Rubin’s?” 
 
We were taken inside the substation and questioned for more than an hour. My friend’s 
car keys were taken, his car illegally searched. We were photographed. Without arresting 
me, or giving cause for arrest, the officers impounded my camera, refusing to give me a 
receipt for my film. With a lawyer’s help, I recovered camera-minus-film the next day. 
The police are developing my film for me, “in case there is evidence of conspiracy.”32” 
 
 
Sekula’s work as an artist and the tools of his trade are not the “main business” of this 
article, it is a story of police action instigated and then carried out, in part, through the 
evidentiary power of photography. Sekula’s role as artist and photographer, appears here only 
through his perceived disruption of law and order. The only photographs actually taken are those 
the police take of their two suspects. Sekula’s camera incites, to borrow Louis Althusser’s phrase, 
the police’s hail, “Hey, you there!”, interpellating the two students as suspect subjects.33 The mug 




33Louis Althusser, On Ideology (London; New York: Verso, 2008). 48 
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shot solidifies and documents this new subjectivity. Photography here is a means of bureaucratic 
control, constructing and ordering criminal subjects.34 Sekula’s mere possession of a camera 
appears as a violation of the police monopoly on surveillance; he notes further that had his “film 
indeed contained shots of officers’ license plates, I might expect retaliation.”35 Art is not the 
“main business”, but it sits in the margins, provoking a disagreement, inciting confrontation, 
even while remaining only potential, conceptual, the idea of photographs that might have been 
taken. Sekula takes advantage of the pedagogical possibilities of the situation. First, describing in 
detail the sovereign violence of police officers whose actions determine, rather than follow, the 
law.36 Second, using the kind of detailed transcription central to Aerospace Folktales, to allow 
                                                
34 The whole article makes reference to the history of photography as legal, scientific evidence, its other, 
larger life beyond the creation of art. As John Tagg has noted the development of photography and 
notions of photographic truth are inextricable from the development of the police force in the early 19th 
century. “The early years of the development of the photographic process coincided approximately with 
the introduction of the police service into this country [Britain], and for more than a hundred years the 
two have progressed together.” Sekula would discuss aspects of this same history a couple of years earlier 
in his 1986 article, “The Body and The Archive.” 
Allan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” October 39 (Winter 1986): 3–64.  
John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories (Minneapolis, Minn.: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1993). 75 
35 Sekula, “Notes on a Specific Case of Police Harassment.” 
36 As Derrida writes, commenting on Benjamin’s “Critique of Violence,” “[t]he police are the force of law 
[loi], they have force of law, the power of the law. The police are ignoble because in their authority, “the 
separation of lawfounding violence and law-preserving violence is suspended.”” The police, by 
definition, found the law by enacting it. Endowed with the authority to function as the existence of the 
force of the written law within the everyday world, they create that law through their enforcement. 
Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation of Authority,’” in Acts of Religion, trans. 
Mary Quaintance (London: Routledge, 2002), 230–98. 277 
As Benjamin himself writes: 
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the contradictory rhetoric of the officers to lay itself out, where protection of the community 
transforms into paranoid self-protection. Finally, concluding the article with advice for activists 
and “political artworkers,” warning that they “can expect harassment in the months to come. 
Know your rights.”37 Concluding with the final admonition, “Individual actions should be 
considered in light of their effect on the movement in general. Maddog threats and terrorism are 
just going to make things rougher for those who see the struggle in holistic terms and who have 
committed their lives to it.”38 Art appears here not through its ability to interrogate itself or the 
institutional conditions that surround it, but its ability to create disruption, antagonism, 
disagreement within some aspect of the larger social world. Further, disruption is not treated as 
an end in and of itself, but an opportunity to investigate and then elaborate what this momentary 
lapse in the social order has laid bare. Finally, the results of that investigation are elaborated to 
be of pedagogical use to a public formed around shared political goals.  
The day before “Notes” was published, February 17, 1972, Sekula made Untitled Slide 
Sequence (1972), a series of twenty-five photographs to be displayed as slide projections. One 
                                                
“[T]he police intervene “for security reasons” in countless cases where no legal situation exists, when 
they are not merely, without the slightest relation to legal ends, accompanying the citizen as a brutal 
encumbrance through a life regulated by ordinances, or simply supervising him.”  
Walter Benjamin, “Critique of Violence,” in Walter Benjamin: selected writings (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap, 2004), 236–52. 243 
37 Sekula, “Notes on a Specific Case of Police Harassment.” 
38 Ibid. 
This was a concrete, pragmatic suggestion in the months leading up to the 1972 Republican National 
Convention, at the time still scheduled to be held in San Diego. The already tense situation between the 
police, the military at Camp Pendleton, the massive nearby Air Force base, and the student population 
was increasingly fraught. Sekula was not the only student to report police harassment during this time. 
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might imagine he began the day finishing off his article before driving to the San Diego General 
Dynamics Convair Division factory on Kearny Mesa, an industrial area north of the airport about 
fifteen minutes from UCSD campus. Arriving in the late afternoon at “the end of the day shift,” 
he stood “on a pedestrian overpass…more or less where a militant selling newspapers would 
stand39.” He then began photographing the workers as they left the factory. Looking down the 
stairs to a long courtyard between two buildings each of the first fourteen images contain both 
roughly half-length portraits of the figures in the foreground and the long line of workers 
crossing the courtyard seen from above in the background. It is a kind of hybrid between a view 
“from the navel”, as Soviet artist and writer Alexander Rodchenko called it, and a bird’s-eye 
view. We are both able to see the idiosyncratic specifics of a few people and see the form they 
take as a mass of workers leaving together. Similarly, the repeated framing collects each of the 
large figures together as a group sharing the same experience, while the particularities of pose, 
expression and dress set them apart.  
 
                                                
39 Debra Risberg, “Imaginary Economies: An Interview with Allan Sekula,” in Dismal Science: Photo 
Works, 1972-1996 (Normal: University Galleries, Illinois State University, 1999), 235–51. 241 
The date is included in the wall text for the piece and in the final page of its reproduction in Dismal 
Science. 
Allan Sekula, Dismal Science: Photo Works, 1972-1996 (Normal: University Galleries, Illinois State 




7. Allan Sekula, Untitled Slide Sequence (detail), 1972 
 
Sekula later said he did not use every photograph he took, but chose those he thought 
most successful. He appears to have avoided any image where a single figure is entirely isolated, 
where they appear as a clear individual portrait against a background. Instead, the figures in the 
foreground tend to come in twos or threes, when they do appear alone they are most often farther 
back towards the middle-ground, becoming more a part of the line of people snaking behind. 
Indebted to Soviet avant-garde photography and montage, like Rodchenko and El Lissitzky, 
Untitled Slide Sequence is not a series of portraits but a collective image of a collective 
experience. Along with Rosler’s Some Women Prisoners of the Thieu Regime in the Infamous 
Poulo Condore Prison, South Vietnam (1972) and Lonidier’s Twenty-Nine Arrests of the same 





8. Alexander Rodchenko, Assembling for a Demonstration, 1928 
 
The subject matter, and its display as a sequential projection, what Sekula later described 
as a “primitive film,” nod to the beginnings of documentary cinema with Louis Lumière’s 
Workers Leaving the Lumiere Factory (1895), perhaps the first film ever produced.40 The 
photographic sequence was also central to 1930s documentary photography, particularly in the 
books and exhibitions of Walker Evans. Perhaps the most celebrated living documentary 
photographer, Evans’ work interested Sekula while he was still an undergraduate at UCSD.41 
Evans’ 1938 American Photographs contains two sets of images, which catalogued the people 
                                                
40 Sven Lütticken also briefly discusses Untitled Slide Sequence’s relationship to Lumière’s film in his 
2010 essay, “Transforming Time.” 
Sven Lütticken, “Transforming Time,” Grey Room - (Fall 2010): 24–47. 
Risberg, “Imaginary Economies,” 241 
41 Risberg, “Imaginary Economies,” 241 
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and the architectural environment of Depression-era America, many of them drawn from his 
work for the Farm Security Administration’s Historical Section, a government organization 
dedicated to “the record of rural America from 1935- the small town, the farm, the people- and 
the [Roosevelt] Administration's record on the land during that time.”42 The book opened with an 
all caps instruction: “THE REPRODUCTIONS IN THIS BOOK ARE INTENDED TO BE 
LOOKED AT IN THEIR GIVEN SEQUENCE.”43 American Photographs’ attempted to evoke 
the everyday world of an entire era through a caption-less series of images.44 Alan Trachtenberg 
argues that with American Photographs Evans “discovered that the literal point of view of a 
photograph, where the camera stands during the making of the picture can be so treated in an 
extended sequence or discourse as to become an intentional vehicle or embodiment of a 
cumulative point of view, a perspective of mind, or imagination, of moral judgment.”45 In 
Untitled Slide Sequence, this point of view is no longer a synthetic moral, aesthetic perspective, 
                                                
42 Cited in Annette Melville, Farm Security Administration, Historical Section: A Guide to Textual 
Records in the Library of Congress (Washington, D.C: Library of Congress, 1985). 
Roy E. Stryker, “Letter to Jonathan Daniels from Roy E. Stryker, September 13, 1943,” September 13, 
1943, Archives of American Art. 
43 Walker Evans and Lincoln Kirstein, American Photographs (New York, NY: Museum of Modern Art, 
2012). 
44 Along with Evans’ 1941 Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, American Photographs was, perhaps, the 
most well-known book of documentary photographs in the US during the early 1970s.  
Rosler specifically describes being in its “powerful sequencing” the way “so much of the meaning of the 
work is in the interstices.” 
Benjamin Buchloh, “A Conversation with Martha Rosler,” in Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life World 
(Birmingham, England; Vienna, Austria; Cambridge, Mass.: Ikon Gallery; Generali Foundation; MIT 
Press, 1998), 23–55. 37 
45Alan Trachtenberg, Reading American Photographs: Images as History, Mathew Brady to Walker Evans 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1990). 250 
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but the precarious position of an artist, a photographer, maybe a militant, standing on company 
property. The conscious subject is substituted for the contingent subject position, and a 
systematic method drawn from Conceptual art. At least until the system gets interrupted. 
 
  9. John Baldessari, California Map Project Part I (composite view of text and image sequence), 1969     
 
Sekula had been at UCSD for a few years already, completing his undergraduate degree 
in biology. During that time, he had worked with John Baldessari, one of several artists who had 
been integrating photography and Conceptual art since the late 1960s. Predefining a performative 
system through which the images would be produced, Sekula echoed Baldessari’s recent 
conceptual photo-series California Map Project Part I: California (1969) and Ghetto Boundary 





10. Allan Sekula, Untitled Slide Sequence (composite view of the entire twenty- five image sequence), 
1972 
 
The structure of Untitled Slide Sequence was determined in advance, his photographs 
adhere to a single framing choice, his subjects appearing within this organizing system. But the 
system breaks down in the final four images. In the first of the four, the view is shifted to the left, 
and a man in flannel, out of focus and motion blurred, blocks most of the frame. In the next two, 
Sekula appears to be walking on the pedestrian walkway shooting across its width while people 
pass in front of the lens, the collective line of workers disintegrated into blurry individuals. In the 
final photograph, the camera is pointed towards the cracked concrete, showing only the shadow 
of a figure and one planted boot, jeans just visible above the shoe. The sequence is interrupted, 
and its presentation of the collective broken up into furtive shots. The guards have arrived, the 
(private) police have intervened in this image of shared experience for security reasons.46 As he 
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explained later, this interruption had been written into the structure of the piece from the 
beginning. He stood not only in the place of a “militant” but also “inside company property, so 
that the project ended when the guards detected my trespassing.”47 Untitled Slide Sequence 
incites an external, repressive disruption of its own internal conceptual system. The system itself 
is not the autonomous engine of the work, but its fractious interaction with an incompatible 
exterior world. The piece is not dictated by a system derived from its own conditions as artwork, 
institutional or otherwise, but from the relation between the photographer, the image, the subject, 
and the police. It brings this relationship into the gallery, and it makes it internal to the 
production of the work.  
Just a few days before, he had been arrested for carrying a camera, providing an opportunity to 
report on the police, and advise fellow activists. He then instrumentalized the threat his camera 
apparently posed, producing a document not just of everyday factory work, but of the resistance 
such documentation produces from the agents of that factory’s disciplinary regime. Figuring his 
work as a document, Sekula is able to shift away from the self-reflexive movement of 
Conceptual art’s development. The work is determined externally, by the effects of its 
relationship to the subjects it represents. Like the photograph itself, it is primarily a trace of a 
past occurrence, rather than its description. Sekula shares the ambition of a photographer like 
Evans, to make an image that can allow the world to appear to the viewer, but here that 
appearance comes in the form of an event, a disagreement that breaks up both artistic intention 
and any internally sufficient conceptual system. Untitled Slide Sequence functions as a social 
document by appearing in and through the antagonisms that constitute the social world out of 
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which it emerges, and the ways in which those antagonisms interrupt the the work’s internal 
systematic progress. It does not establish a set of facts about the factory workers at General 
Dynamics Convair or about the security personnel there. It does not attempt to directly illuminate 
the working conditions at the plant. By establishing a systematic method open to external 
breakdown, Untitled Slide Sequence takes the form of an index of the conflictual relationships 




11. August Sander, Odd Job Man (from Antlitz Der Zeit), 1928  
 
 
 Untitled Slide Sequence was perhaps the first work Sekula did in the wake of the 
working group’s initial mutual investigation of documentary. Their ‘discovery’ of documentary 
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provided a host of strategies to mine, and debates to engage in, but it also provided clues for a 
potential escape from both “politicized purity” and naive political engagement. As Rosler put it 
later, “We wanted to be documentarians in a way that documentarians hadn't been.”48 In the 
United States in the early 1970s, the history of documentary was centered on the 1930s work of 
FSA photographers like Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans and Arthur Rothstein.49 Between 1972 
and 1973, William Stott published Documentary Expression in Thirties America and Jack Hurley 
published Portrait of a decade: Roy Stryker and the development of documentary photography in 
the thirties, perhaps the two most thorough treatments of documentary practices of any period 
until that point.50 Evans, Lange, Rothstein and other FSA photographers like Russell Lee and 
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Ben Shan were collected and exhibited by major museums, most importantly, the Museum of 
Modern Art in New York. A few other earlier documentary photographers had been recognized, 
in particular, Lewis Hine's work in the 1920s and 1930s, Jacob Riis's work in the 1880s and 
1890s and the Civil War photography of Mathew Brady, Timothy O’Sullivan and Alexander 
Gardner. The Soviet avant-garde photography of artists like Rodchenko, Lissitzky and Gustav 
Klucis was just beginning to receive substantial recognition. A few European photographers of 
the 1920s and 1930s were also being discussed, perhaps most importantly, German photographer 
August Sander and his sweeping portrait series Antlitz Der Zeit (Face of Our Time) (1929), 
subject of a major MoMA retrospective in 1969.51  
 This patchy and wide-ranging history of documentary was translated through 
photography’s reception in the museum, in this case “the museum” is largely synonymous with 
The Museum of Modern Art. Since Beaumont Newhall’s sweeping 1937 exhibition The History 
of Photography, MoMA had taken the lead role in mediating the art history of photography, 
particularly for an American public.52 From 1962 to 1991, John Szarkowski was MoMA’s 
director of photography. If much of the advanced art of the period was trapped in an “involuntary 
Greenbergianism,” Szarkowski was actively attempting to wrap up the history of photography 
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within his own, very voluntary, simplified ‘Greenbergianism.53’ He sought to define the inherent 
aesthetic questions embedded in photography as a medium, and through that reorganize the 
history of photography according to its relevance to these questions. In effect, it was an attempt 
to retroactively transform the history of photography into a history of a modernist self-criticism 
of the medium of photography. The various uses to which individual photographs had been put, 
the careers or assumed intentions of artists, photography’s relationship to mass media, activism, 
politics, all of this could be bracketed through a reductive formalist reading. In exhibitions like 
The Photographer’s Eye (1964) and From the Picture Press (1973), images were drawn from 
disparate fields, some by trained artists, some by amateurs, many by professional photographers 
with little relationship to modern art. As Szarkowski wrote in his introduction to The 
Photographer’s Eye, “The pictures reproduced in this book were made over almost a century and 
a quarter. They were made for various reason, by men of different concerns and varying talent. 
They have in fact little in common except their success, and a shared vocabulary: these pictures 
are unmistakably photographs. The vision they share belongs to no school or aesthetic theory, but 
to photography itself.”54  
 There was a fundamental dysfunction in Szarkowski’s method that could easily be 
turned against its anti-historical formalism. “For,” in Douglas Crimp’s words, “photography is 
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not autonomous, and it is not, in the modernist sense, an art.”55 In order for Szarkowski to 
reorganize the entire history of photography according to a high modernist, formalist paradigm it 
required the erasure of photography’s varied history, which often had little to do with goals of 
any brand of modernism. This “perversion of modernism,” at the same time, allowed Szarkowski 
to introduce photographers who, had the earlier uses of their photographs been acknowledged, 
would have been purged from a modernist history of photography. It was Szarkowski who 
oversaw August Sander’s 1969 retrospective, and included work by artists like Hine, Riis, and 
the FSA photographers in many of his exhibitions throughout the 1960s and 1970s. These 
photographs were like “aliens” in MoMA in revisionist disguise.56 In a 1981 interview, Martha 
Rosler described her work as “a series of decoys; a work briefly masquerades as one thing, 
following a given form, until you soon realize that some-thing is amiss.”57 Documentary had 
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appeared within MoMA as just such a decoy, even while a curator like Szarkowski attempted to 
make it all but impossible to notice that something was amiss. This provided an alternative way 
of thinking about a relationship to the art institution, as a place to exhibit, but not as a place 
through which one’s work is defined. Chapter four will explore in more detail how Sekula and 
Rosler’s mid-1970s critical writing further develop the political and aesthetic possibilities 
presented by the figure of photography in and out of the museum.   
 Whereas contemporary developments within the work of an artist like Haacke 
struggled to develop a political practice within institutional conditions of museums like MoMA, 
the photography of Sander or Hine had simply been appropriated by those institutions. These 
appropriations, although enacted on the terms of an anti-political modernism, nonetheless created 
an intriguing juxtaposition of work produced in relation to other social and political uses 
functioning as artwork. Szarkowski’s wholesale revisionism became a case study for writers like 
Crimp, Abigail Solomon-Godeau and Christopher Phillips for an understanding of an artwork as 
potentially discontinuous from any particular institutional location. If the development of 
Minimalism through institutional critique coincided with an increasing awareness of the 
dependence of the work on its institutional support, it also potentially assumed a fixed, 
definitional, unified, context. It is not that, for example, Hine’s work was truly, underneath it all, 
still really political, but rather that it moved through various frames none of which could be said 
to be individually and absolutely constitutive, even if each could momentarily appear so. In their 
1985 Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe articulate a notion of 
‘society’, or indeed any single unified social whole as an impossible object, aimed at but always 
necessarily out of reach. Instead, there are moments of partial fixity, moments where a certain 
hegemony, a certain power asserts itself, but these “nodal points” are always “constituted within 
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an intertextuality that overflows [them].”58 Within Laclau and Mouffe’s formulation these nodal 
points are not a stable ground of objective fact constitutive of secondary phenomenon, because 
‘objectivity’ itself only names a kind of partial, intertextual, discursive formation. This is not to 
say that such discursive formations do not have power. Szarkowski’s bracketing of the political 
or social in his reading of photography did prove hugely impactful on the reception of the 
photographs he championed. Nodal points are “constituted as an attempt to dominate the field of 
discursivity, to arrest the flow of differences, to construct a center”59 and are often successful and 
lasting. It is rather, that considered as nodal formations rather than absolute conditions of 
possibility, art institutions become particular sites that will determine one’s work in certain ways, 
but this determination is never final. It does not stamp itself permanently onto the work’s future 
existence. It is possible then to imagine a way, in Sekula’s words, “of reviving the social 
dimension of documentary” even if that social dimension appears foreclosed by the discourses of 
art dominating contemporary art exhibition, criticism and production.60 As Hine’s incorporation 
into Szarkowski’s modernism demonstrates, a work can be at one time a sociological document 
and a fundraising tool and at another a self-critical examination of the possibilities of the 
photographic medium. Although, one determination may effect the other they are not mutually 
exclusive.  Rosler’s Garage Sale provided a kind of test case for a work that attempted to exist 
within multiple discourses, as fundamentally different things at different moments, and to speak 
to multiple, incommensurable publics. 
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 When Rosler arrived at UCSD she had already been painting and taking 
photographs for nearly ten years. She first began making art at Brooklyn College, where she 
primarily focused her efforts on abstract painting, while also taking courses in photography. The 
Antins were in New York at the time, and were early mentors, introducing her to the downtown 
New York art and poetry scene. With her then husband Lenny Neufeld she co-edited 
Pogamaggon, a small poetry journal.61 As will be discussed in the following chapter, around 
1965, she began making photomontages. Her most well-known series House Beautiful: Bringing 
the War Home (1967-1972) juxtaposes figures and scenes taken from Vietnam war photographs 
with images of modern, luxury domestic interiors. Like John Heartfield’s photomontages for the 
popular socialist circular Arbeiter-Illustrierte-Zeitung (AIZ), these first appeared in their 
mediated, reproduced form as leaflets handed out at demonstrations; there was no ‘original’ 
single work for gallery display until she produced them in response to museum and gallery 
requests years later.  Once at UCSD she slowly moved away from painting and began creating 
sculptural environments like Untitled (Shaman’s Clothesline) (1971), made from used clothing, 
ribbon and string. Installed outside, strung between eucalyptus trees, Untitled’s precarious, 
bodily form evoked the Post-Minimalist works of Eva Hesse and Robert Morris. Its use of found 
objects to build a site-specific environment looked like the remnants of one of her teacher’s, 
Allan Kaprow’s happenings, and echoed the transient environmental interventions of Robert 
Smithson’s various Mirror Displacements (1969). In 1972, around the same time as Untitled 
Slide Sequence, Rosler made Some Women Prisoners of the Thieu Regime in the Infamous Poulo 
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Condore Prison, South Vietnam, the work echoed the form of Untitled (Shaman’s Clothesline), 
but in this case rather than anonymous pieces of cloth, there were clearly identifiable pieces of 
women’s clothing hung on chicken wire fencing and surrounded by barbed wire. Each piece of 
clothing had the date of birth, serial number and name of a woman held in a notoriously brutal 
South Vietnamese prison. As Alberro has pointed out, “The clothes were decidedly American 
(Vietnamese were generally seen in American media in peasant dress, “black pajamas”), which, 
while suggesting American culpability in the women’s imprisonment, was intended to bridge the 
gap of Othering, linking the lives and subjectivities of Americans to those of people 
dehumanized in the time of war: ‘the Vietnamese enemy.’”62 Both Rosler’s Bringing the War 
Home and Some Women Prisoners… pulled icons of familiar, American middle class life into 
contact with distant ongoing violence in Vietnam. They both echoed the already uncanny life of 
the American spectator of war, her vision transposed to a location her body is safely distant from. 
At the same time, they tried to evoke an imaginative, affective breakdown of the bodily distance, 
imagining the “transposition of vision” as a simultaneous bodily juxtaposition of those two 
places.63 The uncanny thrust of their presence in the work a mark of their social and physical 
distance. In Garage Sale, the juxtaposition of others brings together more proximate locations 
and subtler differentiations of class and gender, and this juxtaposition extends beyond the image 
or self-contained object into the space of the gallery.  
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 Held over several days, Monumental Gar(b)age Sale, also called simply Garage 
Sale, was, in many ways, a functional garage sale.64 Secondhand items were arranged on tables 
and around the floor, for sale at reasonable and unreasonable prices, with Rosler serving as the 
proprietor, haggling, handling the cash, managing the crowd. The items were almost entirely her 
own. Attendees browsed, purchased objects, and the whole enterprise turned a profit, although 
the artist gave all the money away.65 
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The first night drew a large crowd. Sekula, Lonidier and the Antins were there. Various 
campus luminaries attended. Angela Davis reportedly made an appearance; Marcuse did not.66 
Sandra Dijkstra, of course, came by, although Rosler later claimed her visit was exceedingly 
brief.67 
With a crowd present, the artist thought the piece worked best, “people had the courage to 
move through and contact the environment and mine it for content.”68 The “content” on offer 
was not limited to items available for purchase. The whole sale, Rosler said, was organized 
according to “the Freudian topographical model.”69 In a roughly L-shaped gallery with one 
entrance painted as a “stage-set garage entrance,”70 the piece provided a clear path for the visitor. 
Near the entrance at one end of the longer room, were, in Rosler's words, “well-mannered, 
publicly acceptable, easily accessible (“well-lit”) “items”, including shiny new things, pretty 
clothes, paintings, and good records and books.”71 Farther in the lighting dimmed and the items 
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68 “The interactive aspect of the Garage Sale did, as I said, seem to work best on opening night. The sense 
of uncomfortableness in a somehow alien environment that I was aiming at operated perhaps too well at 
other times, when the people in the gallery were too few to be a crowd. It was in a crowd that people had 
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became “less acceptable, less ordered, less accessible,” including “underwear and negligees, 
somewhat torn clothing, empty but pretty containers.”72 Finally, around a “blind corner”, in deep 
shadow, were “disordered heaps, empty milk cartons, used plastic bags, empty tin cans, torn 
distressed, and mildewed clothing, names and addresses and descriptions of former lovers, frank 
pornography, empty wrappings, broken toys, heaps and heaps of letters, bills, newspapers, photos 
of the past, and a tape recorder that (supposedly) played continuously a taped meditation in the 




12. Martha Rosler, Monumental Gar(b)age Sale (installation view), 1973 
 
 





 During her visit to the Sale, Dijkstra was inspired, perhaps “compelled,”74 to write 
an article for the university newspaper, Triton Times. Dijkstra, a PhD candidate in the process of 
completing a dissertation on the 19th century socialist and proto-feminist Flora Tristan, did not 
see either a “metaphor of the psyche” or an investigation of the socio-economic implications of 
the garage sale.75 She saw “a real garage sale [emphasis in original].”76 Dijkstra's “A Note on 
Garage Sales” begins with the claim that “Garage Sale represents the end of a certain art form 
which Marcel Duchamp initiated with his presentation of such objects as a porcelain urinal 
(entitled Fountain and signed R. Mutt).”77 For Dijkstra, Rosler's work was not only the latest 
iteration of Duchamp's readymade, it was evidence of its closure as a viable aesthetic strategy. 
Duchamp's 1917 Fountain was an effective act of recontextualization and transformation that 
“made the upper class confront a tabooed object in a place of culture.”78 In Dijkstra's tightly 
framed history of the readymade, Fountain's disruption of categories of commodity and artwork 
gives way to Warhol's Campbell's soup can, which “blown up big is actually no more than a 
Campbell's soup can,” that is, still a functional self-advertising commodity. If Fountain disrupted 
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the social order of the upper class space of art, Garage Sale, like Warhol's soup cans, simply 
annihilated the “gap between art and social order. Art [in Rosler's piece] has become social 
order.”79 “Representing a negation of the possibility of negation,” for Dijkstra, Rosler's piece 
eliminates the space in which an artwork could separate itself from the world that is. The artwork 
becomes indistinguishable from the everyday world that surrounds it. Dijkstra hyperbolically 
describes garage sales as “the twentieth century's earthly hells,” places where detritus is gathered 
with no order.80 A manifestation of a desire exclusively for “shiny, unused virgin objects,” garage 
sales are an index of the near instantaneous obsolescence of objects, their transformation from 
commodity to old, “useless” junk.81 Garage Sale does not envision an alternative to the garage 
sale, or the disdain for the old that underlies it. Instead, it recreates this same “hell,” invading the 
space and practice of art with this “ugly, destructive reality.”82 This, for Dijkstra, channeling 
Marcuse, is a failure to achieve art's fundamental purpose, to transcend the limits of the reality in 
which it exists, to “name the things that are absent” in the world as it is.83 “If, as Herbert 
Marcuse says, art should somehow 'seize things and free them from their bondage in an ugly 
destructive reality,' if the aesthetic dimension ought to offer a potential for a newer and better 
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reality, then art objects such as Garage Sale must be rejected.”84 Marcuse would not publish his 
first book length treatment of aesthetics, The Aesthetic Dimension, until 1977. Dijkstra quotes an 
earlier essay “Art in the One-Dimensional Society,” originally published in 1967 in Arts 
Magazine.85 
Ten days after the appearance of Dijkstra's article, the Triton Times, published Rosler's 
response. “Martha Rosler's Monumental Ga(b)age Sale Revisited” rebuts both Dijkstra's reading 
of Garage Sale and her Marcusean prescriptions for art. The question “But is it art?,” Rosler 
argues, is “at the heart of Sandy Dijkstra's TT article. The question presupposes a distinction 
between that which is art and that which is real.”86 This question, for Rosler, implies a definition 
of art abstracted from the world, to which actual objects and practices could be compared. It 
presupposes a concept of art that determines, rather than is determined by, actually existing 
artistic production. Rosler proposes an alternate definition. “I see art as an agreement, tacit or 
stated, between at least one individual (the 'viewer') and one life experience. The agreement 
consists in the individual's willingness to consider the experience as falling within the domain 
'art'.”87 It is a definition that does not depend on a stable, a priori concept of art, nor the kind of 
shared subjective experience characterized by a Kantian sensus communis, and even less on the 
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intention or actions of the artist herself. It is a definition equally distant from the high modernist 
notion of an artwork defined by self-sufficient formal qualities and Kosuth’s analytic 
proposition. It also does not require any particular institutional or discursive grounding.  Instead, 
the work's status hinges solely on the viewer's “agreement.”  The status of the work could change 
over time and from individual to individual, being art and non-art at different moments, for 
different people. In prioritizing the viewer's experience, refusing to limit art in advance by form 
or material, and opening it to a constantly shifting status, Rosler echoes Allan Kaprow, then a 
teacher at CalArts who had worked closely with many of Rosler's close colleagues and friends at 
Woman’s Building in Los Angeles.88 In his 1958, “Notes on the Creation of A Total Art,” 
Kaprow asserts that his works offset “any desire to see them in the light of the traditional, closed, 
clear forms of art as we have known them.” 
 
“What has been worked out instead is a form that is as open and fluid as the shapes of our 
everyday experience but does not simply imitate them. I believe this form places a much 
greater responsibility on visitors than they had before. The 'success' of the work depends 
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on them as well as on the artist. If we admit that work that 'succeeds' on some days fails 
on other days, we may seem to disregard the enduring and stable and to place an 
emphasis upon the fragile and the impermanent. But one can insist, as many have, that 
only the changing is really enduring and all else is whistling in the dark.”89 
 
Kaprow's description of a form as “fluid as the shapes of our everyday experience” could 
easily describe Garage Sale. During the time he wrote his 1958 essay, Kaprow was in the midst 
of developing the Happenings he would become synonymous with. Structured events that 
required active participation, works like 18 Happenings in 6 Parts (1959), did not cede control to 
the audience, but did allow the work to be produced through their directed actions. By the early 
1970’s happenings were a familiar art form. When Kaprow first came to UCSD as a visiting 
professor in the fall of 1968 he invited university community members to come down to a nearby 
beach and participate in one of his works, a “fence-in” that centered around the construction of a 
large fence from the beach into the nearby cliffside. Two to three hundred people attended and 
impressed Kaprow with their dedication to the project.90 There were a reported 200-300 
participants “from 4 years old up to the grandmother stage” including John Stewart, Provost of 
Muir College, which housed the university's art's program. Stewart saw it as a bit of much 
needed leisure time, telling the Triton Times, “The idea of the Happening is doing something 
                                                
89Allan Kaprow, “Notes on the Creation of a Total Art,” in Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life, 2nd ed. 
(Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), 10–14. 
90 As Kaprow later said, “If I had known that it would be so successful. I would have tried something 
more challenging.” 
“Kaprow Fence - In Creates New Tradition.” Triton Times, May 17, 1968. 
 
52 
completely senseless and yet enjoyable. We needed something like this to get us out of the 
'uptight' feeling that's around the campus at this point in the quarter."”91 
 
 
13. Martha Rosler, Monumental Gar(b)age Sale (installation view), 1973  
 
Garage Sale was a kind of happening with a fluid form laid out in advance but shaped by 
the participation of those who stopped by. Over the course of its exhibition objects would be 
purchased and taken away, visitors would paw through stacks and boxes rearranging their 
contents. The development of the sale, its commercial success, and its physical form were 
                                                
91 As will be explored further in chapter three, “the ‘uptight’ feeling” Stewart refers to, was likely much 
more than routine end of semester anxiety. In May, 1968, UCSD campus was relatively politically 
quiescent compared to campus’ like U.C. Berkeley and Columbia University, however, by the beginning 
of the next school year, the university would become a center of activism for both the antiwar and civil 
rights’ struggles. Stewart’s comments interestingly frame Kaprow’s happening as a kind of de-politicized 
emotional balm. In the third chapter, we will see how, a few years later in May, 1970, Sekula took many 




beyond the artist’s direct control. It is what Dijkstra describes as the “overwhelming sense of 
suffocation in what is” that distinguishes the Garage Sale from Kaprow’s happenings. Kaprow’s 
works took poetic associative forms developed by the artist, sometimes incorporating chance 
operations akin to his former teacher John Cage. Garage Sale found its form in a quotidian ritual 
of suburban life. Claes Oldenburg’s The Street (1960) and The Store (1961-1964) projects come 
closer to Rosler’s work. Oldenburg, a colleague of Kaprow who developed his own kind of 
participatory performances in the early 1960s, created lumpy, useless versions of common 
consumer objects like a cash register, shoes, cigarettes and auto tires. In 1961 he actually 
transformed his studio into a store where these items were available for purchase. Similar to 
Garage Sale, Store allowed everyday forms of shopping to intersect with the consumption of art. 
Unlike Rosler’s work, where Oldenburg creates his own sculptural versions of the objects he 
sells, she merely appropriates the objects themselves. Oldenburg’s store was not a functional 
convenience store transformed into an artwork, but a way of selling artworks as if they were 
items at a convenience store. In Rosler’s work, artwork is not for sale, the sale is the artwork. 
She chose not to include any identifying marks or documentation with the objects sold, so that 
they could not easily be seen as from the Garage Sale, or as readymade artworks in and of 
themselves. Her artistic choices are limited to interventions within the appropriated language of 
the garage sale.92 Rosler’s social readymade was infected with a documentary impulse, rather 
                                                
92 As Douglas Drake has pointed out, some of the closest precedents for Garage Sale, were actually 
produced around the time of Oldenburg’s store in France and Sweden. In 1961, Daniel Spoerri convinced 
the Addi Kopcke Gallery to sell groceries at “the current market price of each article.” Each item would 
be stamped “CAUTION WORKS OF ART.” But even in this work, the items for sale have themselves 
been transformed into artworks. Rosler also noted in her interview with Drake that she was not aware of 
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than emphasizing its ironic aesthetic unacceptability, it emphasizes its ability to elaborate the 
suburban life its drawn from.  
 Those specific choices that Rosler made in its organization were not so much 
personal as sociological. Although, Rosler said at the time, that the piece was, in part, “a 
metaphor of the psyche” and an inscription on a chalkboard in the gallery asked, “Maybe the 
Garage Sale is a metaphor for the mind?,” this was not the model of one individual psyche but a 
model of the psychic effects of the social ordering of public and private. 93 It was a double 
transposition, which graphed the public permissibility of personal items onto a Freudian map of 
the conscious, subconscious and unconscious mind then used this as a model for the exhibition's 
floorplan.  The “names and addresses of former lovers” may be personally significant to the 
artist, but they are placed together with “empty wrappings,” “used plastic bags” and “mildewed 
clothing.”  These items are not classified according to the psychic attachment of the artist, but 
their shared, social connotations of impropriety, uncleanliness, and intimacy. The “taped 
meditation” does not relate personal details of the artist, but instead an associative series of 
questions and speculations on value, capitalism, and consumption, with Rosler attributing the 
voice to a “persona” that happens to share the artist's name. Where Kaprow, and even Oldenburg, 
pulled the “space and objects of our everyday life” into their own aesthetic universe, Garage 
                                                
these works at the time she made Garage Sale, and indeed, had not heard of them at the time of the 
interview in 2005.  
Douglas J. Drake, “ART OUT OF (S)P(L)ACE: The Everyday & Spatiality in Martha Rosler’s Garage 
Sale” (University of Leeds, September 1, 2005), 
http://www52.homepage.villanova.edu/douglas.drake/ma_dissertation.htm. 
93 Rosler. “‘Martha Rosler’s Monumental Gar(b)age Sale’ Revisited.” 
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Sale turns the artist's private, personal detritus inside out into a map of public, social boundaries, 
into a document of everyday life.94  
Upon moving to California from Brooklyn, Rosler would later say she was “struck by the 
strange nature of these events, their informal economic status and self-centeredness, but also the 
way they implicated the community in the narrative of the resident's lives.”95 In order to conduct 
a garage sale, one had to be willing to put a part of your private material self on public display, 
offered up for purchase. At the same time, this was not a potlatch, nor an act of charity, it was a 
calculated bargain meant to bring in funds for the household hosting the sale. A garage sale, in 
Rosler's logic, is a kind of dysfunctional emergence of the repressed, the private forced to come 
out into public for the sake of income. But it is not a personal, neurotic dysfunction of individual 
psyche but an economic dysfunction of American capitalism in crisis that forces the breakdown 
of social boundaries inherent in that same American socio-economic system. In 1973, the United 
States was in the midst of economic downturn, exacerbated by the arrival of the oil crisis that 
year.96 It was the first major economic crisis to hit American suburbia since the end of the 
Second World War. By organizing the items in the sale according to their public acceptability, 
Rosler was not abstracting from the suburban garage sales’ disruption of the private and public 
lives of their participants, but making that disruption legible.  
                                                
94Allan Kaprow, “The Legacy of Jackson Pollock,” in Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life, 2nd ed. (Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), 1–9. 7 
95Martha Rosler, In Conversation: Martha Rosler with Sabine Breitweiser, Stepping out from behind the 
proscenium arch, interview by Sabine Breitwieser, November 2012, 
http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2012/garagesale/qa. 




The garage sale’s pulling of the private into the public was also a pulling of the 
supposedly apolitical, personal, domestic, non-productive, feminine world into the supposed 
masculine, political, productive world. As noted above, Rosler was close with feminist arts 
groups in San Diego and Los Angeles, most notably members of the CalArts Feminist Art 
Program and the subsequent Woman’s Building like Suzanne Lacy, Miriam Schapiro and Judy 
Chicago. Kaprow was a full-time professor at CalArts at the time and artists like Lacy and Faith 
Wilding pursued parallel transformations of Kaprow’s ideas.97  Rosler’s work differed even from 
most of the work at FAP and Woman’s Building in its restaging of a readymade everyday social 
ritual. However, perhaps, the most important commonality between Rosler and the artists at 
Woman’s Building, which was founded in 1973, was an interest in speaking to and constructing 
other publics beyond the art world. As will be explored in the proceeding chapters, through her 
involvement in anti-war and feminist activism, Rosler, as well as Sekula and Lonidier, had 
developed much of their early work through attempts to address publics not directly involved in 
institutional art world. In promoting and framing Garage Sale, Rosler tried to constitute publics 
within the gallery that were not specifically tied to the viewing of art. 
 
                                                
97 Susan Mogul’s Dressing Up (1973) is a particularly notable example. A video performance work in 
which Mogul gets dressed while casually narrating the story of her purchase of each item.  
see Julia Bryan-Wilson, “To Move, To Dress, To Work, To Act: Playing Gender and Race in 1970s 
California Art,” in State of Mind: New California Art circa 1970 (Berkeley (Calif.): University of 




14. Martha Rosler, Monumental Gar(b)age Sale (installation view), 1973 
 
In the days before the show opened Rosler advertised Garage Sale both in the university 
newspaper and a few other publications as an art exhibition and in the Pennysaver, a local 
classifieds weekly, as a garage sale. This opened the possibility that some of the visitors would 
come to the UCSD gallery, look at the sale, and, at least for some time, not view it as an artwork. 
Since the dates and times listed on both ads matched, it also raised the possibility that at any 
given time the crowd in the gallery would be made up of both art viewers and garage sale 
customers.98 As the artist wrote in her response to Dijkstra, Garage Sale was not an “audience-
                                                
98 In several interviews Rosler mentions advertising the work as both a garage sale and an art exhibition. 
Including: 
Martha Rosler. “Appendix: Interview with Martha Rosler.” In Douglas J. Drake, “ART OUT OF 
(S)P(L)ACE: The Everyday & Spatiality in Martha Rosler’s Garage Sale” (University of Leeds, 
September 1, 2005), http://www52.homepage.villanova.edu/douglas.drake/ma_dissertation.htm. 
Rosler. “In Conversation: Martha Rosler with Sabine Breitweiser, Stepping out from behind the 
proscenium arch. Interview by Sabine Breitwieser.” 
Buchloh. “A Conversation with Martha Rosler.” 




participation piece” since “there was no audience. There were, indeed, groups and individuals - 
collectively, a crowd - some of whom knew they were involved in a piece but many of whom did 
not. I was quite comfortable with this and let pass many chances to point out the “art” aspect of 
the Garage Sale.”99  
Garage Sale requires a gallery or museum space. Rosler would go on to restage the work 
several times over the next four decades, most recently as Meta-Monumental Garage Sale at 
MoMA in 2012. As the artist later said, had the piece been set in one of the suburban homes 
normally associated with garage sales, “[i]ts contextualization would be completely lost on most 
visitors--it would seem like 'the artist is slumming,' or the' artist walks among the people' or 
something equally silly. Or I would be 'the artist who is off duty.’”100 In a gallery, Garage Sale 
appears out of place, an invasion of a space for art with the banal sale of “useless junk.” By 
advertising the work as both a garage sale and an exhibition this incursion becomes even more 
concrete. It is not simply the objects, their arrangement, nor even their sale that is brought in 
from the ‘outside’, it is also the attendees themselves.  “I wanted ‘the people’,” Rosler continues, 
“to come to the art gallery, and to campus.”101 ‘The people’ in this case are defined only by their 
distinction from those who had come to attend an art show. One could assume that those who had 
                                                
Martha Rosler, “Installed in the Place of the Public,” Oxford Art Journal 24 (November 2001): 57–73. 
One of the advertisements for the work as an art exhibition can be found here: 
Martha Rosler, “Advertisement for ‘Art Show - Monumental Garage Sale Run by Martha Rosler,’” Triton 
Times, January 23, 1973. 
99 Rosler, “”Martha Rosler's Monumental Gar(b)age Sale” Revisited” 
100 Drake, “ART OUT OF (S)P(L)ACE: The Everyday & Spatiality in Martha Rosler’s Garage Sale” 
101 Rosler. “In Conversation: Martha Rosler with Sabine Breitweiser, Stepping out from behind the 
proscenium arch. Interview by Sabine Breitwieser.” 
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come in response to the Pennysaver ad were less likely to be university students, and perhaps, 
more likely to be working class, in contrast, to the generally upper middle class student and 
faculty population. The Pennysaver was widely distributed throughout the San Diego area, and, 
as already noted, garage sales were a way for both buyers and sellers to extend their budget in 
tough economic times. By choosing to advertise the work in some places as a garage sale, she 
produced a situation in which at any point some of the people in the UCSD gallery might simply 
be shopping. It also, perhaps even more importantly, produced a situation in which it was 
possible that some people might arrive with no intention of viewing an artwork, but agree at 
some point that that is just what they are doing. 
“The people” who come to the art gallery are, in this case, those who throw the assumed 
consensus of the work’s public into question. Those who, according to Rosler’s own definition, 
complicate the Garage Sale’s existence as an artwork; they come having made no agreement to 
view this work as art. They are those who create a situation in which a fundamental disagreement 
can arise between the attendees as to what exactly is going on. In Disagreements: politics and 
philosophy, a text originally written in 1995 but re-published in English in 2004, a year before 
the interview in which Rosler discusses bringing ‘the people’ to the gallery, the French 
philosopher Jacques Rancière defined ‘disagreement’ as “the conflict between one who says 
white and another who also says white but does not understand the same thing by it or does not 
understand that the other is saying the same thing in the name of whiteness.”102 In this example, 
two people lay claim to a common definition of “whiteness,” but they cannot agree on what that 
common definition is. As a result, something that was assumed to be held in common between 
                                                




the two is shown to be in question, a disagreement is the struggle over that common ground. It 
arises when whatever is defined as held in common is challenged by something that it cannot 
incorporate. For Rancière, this disagreement over what is common, this disruption of any 
existing consensus, is synonymous with politics. 
 
“Mésentente - a term untranslatable into English - indicates this node in between two 
things. It means both “the fact of not hearing, of not understanding” and “quarrel, 
disagreement.” Combining both meanings yields only this: the fact of hearing and 
understanding language does not in itself produce any of the effects of an egalitarian 
community. Egalitarian effects occur only through a forcing, that is, the instituting of a 
quarrel that challenges the incorporated, perceptible evidence of an inegalitarian logic. 
This quarrel is politics.”103 
 
Politics emerges not as the resolution of a disagreement and the establishment of a 
consensus, but as the very disagreement over what that consensus should be. “The people,” the 
“demos,” are those who give rise to disagreement, those who are “outside the count, those who 
can assert no particular title over common affairs.”104 Garage Sale attempts to bring ‘the people’ 
to the gallery, by introducing into the crowd in the gallery groups and individuals who did not 
know they “were involved in a piece.”105 There is no consensus. Garage Sale or garage sale? 
There is no assumed common ground among the visitors.106 This by no means guarantees any 
                                                
103Jacques Rancière, “Introducing Disagreement,” trans. Steve Corcoran, Angelaki 9, no. 3 (December 
2004): 3–9. 5 
104 Ibid. 
105 Rosler, “”Martha Rosler's Monumental Gar(b)age Sale” Revisited” 
106 Alberro has argued that Garage Sale “made manifest that publics are social entities that one has to 
construct, it simultaneously revealed that it is through the active construction of publics that an 
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substantive political event will come about. It does, however, disintegrate the presupposition that 
everyone has knowingly agreed to a single common experience, the presupposition that everyone 
present is an art viewer. By letting “pass many chances to point out the art aspect of Garage 
Sale,” Rosler refused to assert her own priority, as author, over the work and its status as work.107 
By later defining “art as an agreement, tacit or stated, between at least one individual (the 
'viewer') and one life experience…to consider the experience as art,”108 she opens Garage Sale 
very existence as artwork to debate. Not a stable object preexisting this debate, Garage Sale 
exists only as a disagreement about the specifics of its existence. Although we cannot determine 
precisely the class of the visitors to the work, the disagreement opened by Garage Sale does not 
limit itself to the informed, elite public of the university. It explicitly allows for a debate between 
that elite public and all those not included within it over who has claim to determine this 
experience, and it does not decide on a winner.  
As Molesworth has pointed out with reference to the political philosopher Moira Gatens, 
Rosler’s work, along with that of artists like Ukeles, Chicago and Mary Kelly, challenges notions 
of a neutral public sphere. Feminist thinkers like Gatens and artists like Rosler highlight the ways 
in which the conception of a neutral public sphere is “dependent upon and developed around a 
                                                
oppositional public sphere could be formed.” I largely agree with Alberro on this point. However, unlike 
the creation of an oppositional public sphere, the creation of a dissensus within the crowd at Garage Sale 
is implied within the very terms of the piece. It is, as Alberro, has suggested, in the service of an attempt 
to construct a kind of oppositional public, but it does not imply that construction in and of itself. 
Alberro. “The Dialectics of Everyday Life: Martha Rosler and the Strategy of the Decoy.” 86 




male subject who acts in the public sphere, but is maintained in the private sphere traditionally 
by women.”109 The neutrality of the common space of the public sphere is dependent upon the 
support of the labor of women excluded from that same sphere. Molesworth specifically 
mentions Rosler’s Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975) and Domination and the Everyday (1978), but 
her argument applies perhaps even more directly to Garage Sale. Within Garage Sale, Rosler 
refuses to posit the work as a single common space around which a public could be convened. It 
reiterates the garage sale’s turning of domestic, private space out into the public, but it does not 
simply put the domestic material of the garage sale in place of the artwork. Instead private and 
public, artwork and sale, are set against each other without resolution. Rather than asserting the 
presence of the gendered private space in the neutral public sphere of art, she creates a set of 
relationships which do not cohere into such an impossible unity. One could say, returning to 
Laclau and Mouffe, whose theory of radical democracy is closely related to Rancière 
disagreement, that Rosler constructs a situation in which antagonism between various discursive 
claims predominates over the appearance of a partially fixed center. If the apparent neutrality of a 
public sphere itself is only the result of a particular, effective, masculinist attempt to dominate 
that sphere and naturalize its domination, Rosler disrupts that neutrality rather than putting her 
work or herself in its place. 
Rosler and Sekula attempt to conceive of a document which functions by allowing itself 
to be interrupted, but allowing the events of the world around it to arrive within it, not as things 
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already described or understood in advance but as disruptions of prior plans and formulations.110 
This is by no means a refusal of meaning. It is a way of attempting to keep the process of 
meaning production a continual task for the viewer, under the assumption that that task of 
interpretation is integral to any substantive aesthetic or pedagogical relationship. Similarly, they 
                                                
110 The event in Derrida’s words is 
 “[t]hat which happens, takes place, comes about in general, that which is called event, what is it? 
Can one ask with regard to it: "What is it?" It must not only surprise the constative and propositional 
mode of the language of knowledge (S is P), but also no longer let itself be governed by the performative 
speech act of a subject. As long as I can produce and determine an event by a performative act 
guaranteed, like any performative, by conventions, legitimate fictions, and a certain "as if," then, to be 
sure, I will not say that nothing happens or comes about, but I will say that what takes place, arrives, 
happens, or happens to me remains still programmable and decipherable within a horizon of anticipation 
or precomprehension, within a horizon, period. It is of the order of the masterable possible, it is the 
unfolding of what is already possible. It is of the order of power, of the "I can," "I may," or "I am 
empowered to..." No surprise, thus no event in the strong sense. 
 ... 
 If the there is any, if there is such a thing, the pure singular eventness of what arrives or of who 
arrives to me (which is what I call the arrivant), it would suppose an irruption that punctures the horizon, 
interrupting any performative organization, any convention, or any context that can be dominated by 
conventionality.  Which is to say that this event takes place only where it does not allow itself to be 
domesticated by any "as if," or at least by any "as if" that can already be read, decode, or articulated as 
such.”  
 Rosler and Sekula, in this way, open their work to what Derrida describes as the coming of the 
event. The arrival of something that comes from outside any sovereign power, any ipseity. One cannot 
produce the event. Nor can one say that an event has simply occurred, that it has arrived here in the world 
in front of us. It exists only as something coming towards us, something not yet understandable, not yet 
describable. Their mode of realism depends on an openness to this not yet understood event, based on the 
assumption that there is something out in the world that can interrupt, surprise any given understanding, 
any set form of knowledge. 
Jacques Derrida, “The University Without Condition,” in Without Alibi, trans. Peggy Kamuf. (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2002), 202–80. 231-232 
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attempt to conceive of an artwork that imagines alternative publics through through the 
disintegration of an assumption of consensus. This is not a refusal of the possibility of 
constructing publics, but an assertion that it is within the antagonism within publics that any 
substantive political relationship exists. For Dijkstra Garage Sale’s failure to communicate a 
message upfront, clearly, to all present rendered it an act of voyeurism by the artist towards a 
group of unaware spectators. “Rosler's private pleasure at posing questions and playing games 
("engaging the spectators") bespeaks a level of self-consciousness and manipulation beyond the 
needs of your "naive" garage sale vendor from whom she distantiates herself and for whom 
survival, not art, is at times at stake. She may have enjoyed it but it was an entirely private 
voyeuristic game, secret until decoded in her article, and the message was lost on me."111 
Dijkstra’s criticism assumes that Rosler placed herself in a position of being the one who really 
knew what was going on, the artist whose intention provides the secret meaning of the work. 
Rosler appeared in multiple guises, an organizer, within the crowd, as the voice of “the persona 
Martha Rosler” on the audio tape playing in the background, and as a performing artist with a 
role to play. Echoing her mentor and friend Eleanor Antin’s experiments in art-as-persona in her 
‘King’ (1972-1975) ‘Nurse’ (1976-1977) projects, Rosler disseminates her artistic self among 
multiple roles actively frustrating any attempt to read her work back through a single intention 
possessed by unified artistic subject.     
As is often the case in Dijkstra’s two articles, however, she gets close to something 
important. “Distantiation” is central to Garage Sale, not the artist’s distance from the everyday 
realities of her material, but a strategic Brechtian distantiation between the gallery visitors and 
                                                
111 Sandy Dijkstra, “The Artist as Entrepeneur and Voyeur,” Triton Times, February 23, 1973. 
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the work. Bertolt Brecht, whose writings on theater in the 1920s and early 1930s strongly 
impacted Benjamin’s ideas in “The Author as Producer,” argued for a form of theater that did not 
appear to produce a closed, unified structure, a metaphor with a definitive referent or a dramatic 
turn aimed towards a clear emotional affect. The spectator should not be allowed to comfortably 
progress through predictable provoked feelings. “Instead of sharing an experience the spectator 
should come to grips with things.”112   “Distantiation,” alienation or verfremdung is the result of 
pushing the spectator back out of an emotional transference with the events of the play.113 This is 
not to say that spectators should have no emotional reaction, but that it should not simply be by 
dint of projecting oneself into the place of a character within the seamless fantastic world of the 
work, as in the classical Aristotelian conception of theater as catharsis. In the context of a work 
of contemporary art in the 1970s, such emotional projection is not, at first, easy to imagine. 
However, for Brecht, the danger was not emotion as such but the treatment of the work as a 
completed whole, as something whose means and message were unified and internally 
consistent. It was, in many ways, the kind of transparency Dijkstra wanted and did not get during 
her visit. Brecht was a central figure in the intellectual life of this UCSD working group, and an 
important source for many of their fellow students and faculty, perhaps most importantly 
Frederic Jameson. Rosler and Sekula both often cite their reading of Brecht. For them Brecht’s 
theories on theater were a way of thinking about the work of description beyond the frame of 
                                                
112 Bertolt Brecht, “The Epic Theater and Its Difficulties,” in Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an 
Aesthetic, trans. John Willett (New York; London: Hill and Wang; Eyre Methuen, 1978), 22–24. 23 
113Bertolt Brecht, “Alienation Effects in Chinese Acting,” in Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an 
Aesthetic, trans. John Willett (New York; London: Hill and Wang; Eyre Methuen, 1978), 91–99. 94 
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simple representation, and a way of thinking about pedagogy beyond the transmission of a 
message. For Brecht theater’s “purpose was pedagogics,” but this was not synonymous with the 
simply transmission of correct knowledge and behavior.114 Theater’s ability to teach about the 
world rested, for Brecht, on its ability to sacrifice illusion in favor of “free discussion” to force 
the spectator to “cast his vote” instead of enabling him to “have an experience.”115  In the case of 
Garage Sale, the work forces the viewer to cast a vote first and foremost for its function as 
artwork or sale. This is not just an abstract question, regardless of what ad one responded to, 
there is the question of how one decides to engage with the environment as sale, as art, as object 
of consumption or contemplation. The decision was apparently not obvious. Rosler herself was 
“not prepared for the ability many people displayed to simply ignore the heaps of trash, the 
painted stage-set garage entrance, the Playboy foldouts poised over a droning tape recorder, the 
empty cartons, and other clues to meaning.”116  Through the audiences it invited, its readymade 
social and material form, its openness to contradictory modes of interaction, Garage Sale forced 
viewers to make the choice as to how to address it, and, how to address those there with them. 
The forcing of this decision was itself the pedagogical moment, the moment at which the work 
and its audience became unhinged from a comfortable certainty about their surroundings. This 
made both the garage sale and the artwork strange and open to investigation, and forced any 
particular mode of interpretation on the part of a viewer to become a choice rather than an 
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assumption. A hostile reaction was not necessarily a sign that no learning had occurred. As 
Rosler puts it, 
 
“[Dijkstra] tells me that a week or so after visiting it she “just had to” write a piece on it 
and have it published. Her essay complains of the show’s failure as a consequence of her 
“overwhelming sense of suffocation in what is.” Only if one subscribes to the beauteous, 
ennobling but otherwise passive maiden view of art could such a reaction be taken as a 




























“Marginalization” is a word frequently associated with these artists, and authors who 
write on their work often simultaneously lament its lack of recognition.  Dijkstra was by no 
means the last critic to fail to see the difference between their work and the banal everyday or the 
merely polemical. By the early 1980s, Rosler and Sekula, and to a much lesser extent Lonidier, 
had, for many art historians and critics, become signs of what what was not possible within the 
art world, or what should not be possible. They were repeatedly conjured almost melancholically 
as representative of the absences around which this world functioned, or negatively by critics 
like Hilton Kramer, as representative of the extreme endpoint of the political tendentiousness that 
must be expelled for art to continue to function.118 Around this time, Rosler and Sekula also 
became increasingly recognized as critics, their respective essays, “in, around and afterthoughts 
(on documentary photography)” and “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary,” 
                                                
118 Kramer specifically attacks the 1984 exhibition Art & Ideology, curated by Buchloh, seeing it as an 
example of the evacuation of the aesthetic from the art object and is replacement with “Marxist account of 
American society.” 




published between 1978 and 1981, solidified their reputations as leading thinkers in the history 
and theory of photography.119 They continued to publish throughout the 1980s in journals like 
October120 and Art Journal, and with the Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design. 
Throughout this period they exhibited somewhat regularly, but without the same level of 
institutional recognition of many of their contemporaries.121  This simultaneous acceptance by a 
rising school of politicized, postmodern scholars and relatively low visibility within the 
commercial art world furthered the contradictory dynamic in writing about their work. Cited by 
                                                
119 Martha Rosler, “In, around and Afterthoughts (on Documentary Photography),” in Martha Rosler: 3 
Works (Halifax, N.S: The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1981). 
Sekula. “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of Representation).”  
120 Martha Rosler, Martha Rosler: 3 Works (Halifax, N.S: The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and 
Design, 1981). 
———. “Optimism/Pessimism Constructing a Life.” Heresies 5, no. 20 (1985): 59. 
Rosler and Weinstock. “Interview with Martha Rosler.”  
Allan Sekula, “Geography Lesson: Canadian Notes,” Assemblage, no. 6 (June 1988): 25–47. 
———. Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983. Halifax, N.S: Press of the 
Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1984. 
———. “The Body and the Archive.” October 39 (Winter 1986): 3–64. 
———. “The Traffic in Photographs.” Art Journal 41, no. 1 (Spring 1981): 15–25. 
121 Neither artist has received an extended monographic treatment yet. Rosler’s first major retrospective 
came in 1998 at the Generali Foundation in Vienna, while Sekula’s first retrospective came in 1996 at the 
University Galleries at Illinois State University, with a much larger exhibition in 2003 also at the Generali 
Foundation.  
Martha Rosler and M. Catherine de Zegher, Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life World (Birmingham, 
England; Vienna, Austria; Cambridge, Mass.: Ikon Gallery; Generali Foundation; MIT Press, 1998). 
Allan Sekula, Allan Sekula: Performance Under Working Conditions (Wien: Generali Foundation, 2003). 




writers from Buchloh to Solomon-Godeau to Foster and Owens, as the good object of political 
avant-garde practice against the bad object of neoconservative postmodernism like the rising 
stars of neoexpressionist painting, their work was often talked about with a kind of near-
defeatism that would send Wall into fits.122  
 Indeed, Buchloh, the primary target of Wall’s criticism was also the most 
articulate critic of Rosler and Sekula’s work, and his reading remains within the logic Wall 
identifies as self-defeating. Buchloh’s 1982 essay “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and 
Montage in Contemporary Art” sets out one of the fundamental challenges for any art historical 
reading of Rosler and Sekula’s work. Placing Rosler within the tradition of the “[p]roductivist 
position outlined in the writings of [Osip] Brik and [Sergei] Tretiakov” and later explored by 
Walter Benjamin in his seminal essay “The Author As Producer,” Buchloh argues that Rosler 
rejects the “isolated” position of the modernist artist turning away from private aesthetic ideas 
and towards “historical objects and the photographic conventions they embody.”123 In this way 
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he identifies Rosler’s work as an attempt to not only illustrate those conventions, but potentially 
change the artist’s relationship to them. However, Buchloh argues, such an attempt runs the risk 
of failure precisely because of its rejections of those conditions, conditions which could also be 
seen as the institutional, disciplinary conditions of possibility of effective art production. 
“Rosler’s attempt at constructing an artwork outside of the existing level of esthetic reflection 
and formal procedures places her on the side of a political commitment which could fail 
precisely because of its lack of power within current art practice.”124 In other words, Rosler’s 
work may simply become an infelicitous utterance which, because of its failure to use 
contemporary conventions of artistic production simply does not function effectively as an 
artistic act.125 Two years later, Buchloh extended his thoughts on Rosler’s work to Sekula and 
Lonidier in an essay for an exhibition of their work that he curated at the New Museum. In that 
essay, with reference to Louis Althusser’s “Letter on Art in Reply to André Daspre,” Buchloh 
asks, “If Althusser’s argument is correct that the aesthetic constitutes itself viably only inside the 
ideological, what then is the nature of the practice of those artists who, as we are suggesting, are 
in fact trying to develop a practice that is operative outside and inside of the ideological 
apparatus?”126 How, Buchloh asks, do we address work that does not simply attempt to resist or 
                                                
124 Buchloh, “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art 54. 
125 In 1984, Abigail Solomon-Godeau echoed Buchloh, describing the promise of Rosler’s work as lying 
“in its relative freedom from the institutional orthodoxies of both [photography and the mainstream art 
world],” while adding that, “it is in its lack of conformity that its marginalization inevitably follows.” 
Solomon-Godeau. “Photography After Art Photography.” 85 
126 Buchloh, “Since Realism There Was…” 8  
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critically address the ideological apparatus in which it finds itself, often its institutional 
conditions, but attempts to ground itself outside of that ideological apparatus altogether? In 
another passage from Althusser’s letter on art he argues that artworks “make us ‘perceive’ (but 
not know) in some sense from the inside, by an internal distance, the very ideology in which they 
are held.”127 Insofar as one understands “the ideological apparatus,” to use Buchloh’s phrasing, 
to be not only constitutive, but totalizing and singular, not a nodal point of partial fixity but a 
complete condition of domination, an attempt work ‘outside’ would seem impossible.  What 
would the nature of such a practice be? Would its escape attempt from the prison of “politicized 
purity” simply result in its own failure? Would it simply be a less self-critical version of work 
that articulates its own impossibility? 
As Wall argues, Buchloh’s readings are grounded in a combination of the 1920s and 
1930s productivist thinking of Benjamin and Brecht and the 1940s negative dialectics of Max 
Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno. Buchloh’s reading of Althusser’s “Letter” flows through 
                                                
Louis Althusser, “Letter On Art in Reply to André Daspre,” in Lenin and philosophy, and other essays 
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 2001), 173–79. 
As Douglas Crimp explores in On the Museum’s Ruins, Hilton Kramer launched a vitriolic attack on this 
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Crimp. “The Art of Exhibition.”  
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Adorno and Horkheimer’s understanding of a “totally administered society.” In such a world art 
can only be the “surviving message of despair from the shipwrecked.”128 It is a way of making 
the very impossibility of its existence appear; its success is dependent on the precision with 
which it outlines the depths of that impossibility and the structures that underlie it. Benjamin and 
Brecht, writing in the 1930s, as we have seen, articulated a very different notion of art 
production, in which the artwork should not be eloquent self-destruction but concrete 
intervention in changeable, contingent conditions. In his reading of Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier 
the contradiction between these two positions reaches its peak, precisely because the other 
publics they hope to address and the worlds they attempt to describe are not derived from the 
internal conditions that constitute and constrain the existence of their work.129 As a result, even 
in endorsing Sekula and Lonidier’s work in a show Buchloh created, he speculates on its 
potential impossibility. If Buchloh were simply one critic among many it might be enough to 
point out the inadequacy of his readings, its inability to account for the actual potential of their 
work. A friend and colleague of all three artists since the late 1970s, Buchloh was in many ways 
a fellow traveler more than a distanced critic, and his writing constitutes the most extended, 
                                                
128 cited in Wall, “A Draft for “Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel.”” 17 
Theodor W. Adorno, Philosophy of Modern Music (London: Continuum, 2007). 
129 His 1988 essay on Haacke quoted earlier, and written years after Wall’s text, is another candidate. In 
that essay he explicitly connects the instrumental effectiveness of Haacke’s work with its ability to 
articulate in its own limiting conditions. 
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intensive engagement with their work.130 More importantly, as we have seen in the above 
consideration of the legacy of Conceptual art and institutional critique, and Wall’s criticism, the 
contradictions of his readings echo contradictions within the artistic milieu of these movements 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. By following the reading of Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier’s 
work through this legacy to the point of contradiction, Buchloh’s writing forces us to make a 
choice; either reject the underlying framework of the argument or admit the possible 
impossibility of this group’s project. 
As has already been gestured at in the above readings of Untitled Slide Sequence and 
Garage Sale, the work of these artists derives from presuppositions about the relation between 
art production, institutions, the construction of publics and the potential of politics that are 
incompatible with Adorno and Horkheimer’s totalized conception of domination. At the same 
time, it is naive to impart to artists of the 1970s the revolutionary potential or even ambition 
Benjamin found in the avant-gardes of the 1930s. This UCSD group made work that was both 
more hopeful than Adorno and Horkheimer and more quotidian than any 1930s productivist 
project. It was “art in and of this world,” that presupposed that this world would always contain 
internal contradiction and antagonism that could be exploited, that presupposed that being 
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constituted within a given form of domination did not preclude any resistance to it. As we will 
see in detail in the following chapters, their work developed within an intellectual climate 
infused with the ideas of the Frankfurt School, yet their work represents a particular 
misrecognition of that tradition that combined disparate ideas from then current art, feminism, 
and cinema. 
Of course, the most prominent representative of the Frankfurt School tradition at UCSD, 
and, indeed, the world, at that time was Marcuse. As Sekula would later say, “My debt to 
Marcuse is complicated. He was an extraordinary moral and philosophical presence in San Diego 
when I was an undergraduate, but his esthetic ideas clashed with the prevailing neo-Duchampian 
attitudes of a number of the more interesting artists on the faculty.”131 Indeed, Marcuse’s own 
aesthetics, were a kind of utopian inversion of Adorno’s, based, as we have seen in Dijkstra’s 
article, on a belief in the artwork’s ability to transcend the world as it is by negating it within 
itself. That is, instead of embodying its own impossibility, the artwork would embody what is 
impossible in present society through its negation within itself. Even more than any other 
aesthetic theory or art historical genealogy we have yet discussed, this represented the antipode 
of this UCSD working group’s attempt to make art within the quotidian world.132  
                                                
131 Risberg, “Imaginary Economies,” 250 
132 In a 1978 conversation, Marcuse would explicitly declare the incompatibility between Rosler’s Garage 
Sale and his understanding of art, saying, “Art in its radical forms- the present day avant-garde, for 
example: I would say yes, it is art. But the question is to what extent aesthetic criteria can be applied to 
some manifestations of avant-garde art. I had a long discussion on that here with the Visual Arts 
department two or three years ago. There was an exhibit that simply reproduced a garage sale. That 
wouldn’t do because it just isn’t art; it’s a repetition of the given reality. It does not have the 








 No common ground was ever established in that room in the Philosophy 
department in the spring of 1973. Marcuse said ‘art’ and David Antin, then Eleanor Antin said 
‘art’ but they certainly did not understand the same thing by it. After Marcuse proclaimed that 
everyone there knew what art was, less recognizing consensus than making an attempt to 




       “art is the imaginative transformation of reality”  
       “so is advertising so what?”  
       that was the end of the amenities and it was open warfare for a  
 while but elly introduced a conciliatory tone  
 “you know” she said to marcuse “i think i agree with you  
 about beauty and i tried for a kind of ideal beauty in my most  
recent work its a sculpture and i used the traditional method of the  
 ancient greek sculptors who worked gradually all around the figure  
 refining and refining”  
        marcuse was intrigued “but” elly said “im a poor conceptual 
artist and i cant afford parian marble so i used my body i went on 
                                                
Larry Hartwick, “On ‘The Aesthetic Dimension’: A Conversation with Herbert Marcuse,” Contemporary 




 a diet for thirty-six days and every day i photographed myself nude 
front and back and both sides till i reached the perfect state for my 
 own body it was the best i could do as michelangelo said not 
 even the greatest artist can get anything out of the stone thats not already in the marble”  
 marcuse exploded “young woman you are a sophist!”133  
  
 
Marcuse, Sekula, the Antins, and the rest of those present at the meeting, may never have 
been able to agree on much of anything, but the internalization of the disagreements provoked by 
the proximity of these partially incompatible lines of thought, art in the wake of Conceptual art 
and contemporary philosophy in the midst of a reappraisal of 20
th
 century Marxist cultural 
theory, gave rise to this working group’s particularly disagreeable practice
                                                








Making art for the march:  





15. Steve Fine, Crowd in Central Park during April 15 Spring Mobilization, 1967 
 
 On April 15
th
, 1967 an unprecedented crowd gathered in New York City to voice 
their opposition to the war in Vietnam. The New York Times would estimate that between 
100,000 and 150,000 people attended, other estimates ran as high as 300,000.1 As one journalist 
later put it, “Peace activists who had been to every major demonstration in the past fifty years 
had never seen anything like the great flood of people who marched in New York that day…a 
stupendous mass that could have swallowed crowds that filled football stadiums.”2 But it was not 
simply the size of the crowd that was notable. Although the “youth predominated,” there were 
also “middle-aged businessmen in dark suits, housewives in dresses and nylons, bespectacled 
high school science teachers, and doctors in long white coats,” as well as, nuns, priests, 
professors and “hundreds of medal decorated war veterans with blue hats marked ‘Veterans for 
                                                
1 Douglas Robinson, “100,000 Rally at U.N. Against Vietnam War: Many Draft Cards Burned --Eggs 
Tossed at Parade 100,000 Rally at U.N. Against the War in Vietnam,” New York Times, April 16, 1967. 




Peace.’”3 Beginning in Central Park with what was then the largest draft card burning to date, the 
protest continued through Midtown to the United Nations gaining in size block by block. Martin 
Luther King Jr., Stokely Carmichael, Benjamin Spock and many others spoke at various points 
throughout the event. The day was not without conflict, protesters had insults and taunts thrown 
at them by passersby, and police tried fruitlessly, and at times violently, to get the crowd to 
disperse. Martha Rosler, then pregnant with her first child was also in the crowd, she remembers 
that day most for the casual aggression of a cop who “shoved a baton shoved in [her] prominent 
belly”4 Like many likeminded artists in the city at the time, she had already attended numerous 
protests. For Rosler, however, these gatherings were also the primary public for one of her 
earliest projects. Earlier that year she had begun creating photomontages specifically to be 
reproduced and distributed as black and white Xerox copies at protests. These photomontages 
shared space with pamphlets and petitions at pre-march tabling sites and in the hands of 
protesters. Not shown in any other context at the time, these works circulated alongside the other 





 In the previous chapter, we have seen how a work like Martha Rosler’s Garage 
Sale exists in and through the disagreement it provokes over its status, functioning both as a 
                                                
3 Tom Wells, The War Within: America’s Battle over Vietnam (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1994). 133 
4 Rosler, Martha, email correspondence, April 5, 2015 
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functioning garage sale and an artwork, with visitors who are alternately customers and viewers. 
Garage Sale does not imagine or impose a unified public, but exists as a dispute between what 
public can lay claim to it. This method of grounding an artwork within dissensus, is integral to 
the Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier’s practice. As this and the following chapter will argue, it is a 
method that emerges out of their first attempts to make art as activists within the anti-Vietnam 
War movement. This chapter will focus on some of Rosler’s earliest work, the photomontages 
she began making in the mid-1960s, while the following chapter will discuss the work all three 
artists produced in the first years after they met at UCSD in 1970.  
Between 1967 and 1972, Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier were attempting to pull their 
activist political engagement into an artistic practice. As Matthew Israel has observed, there is a 
“prevalent conception” within the scholarship of this period that “the majority of politically 
active artists began their protest making works of art, and, in a manner of radical progression, 
gravitated toward…more immediate actions” like street demonstrations, sit-ins, and strikes.5 In 
fact, Israel argues, for many, if not most, artists at this time participation in protest predates any 
attempt to integrate their political commitments into their art.  In Rosler, Lonidier and Sekula’s 
case not only did their activism not develop from their art practice, it was through their activist 
engagement in the late sixties and early seventies that they first developed the methods that 
would define their work throughout the following decade. This set them apart from many older 
Minimalist and Conceptual artists who attempted to connect their already established practice 
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with ongoing political events after becoming involved in the antiwar movement. Sekula, Rosler 
and Lonidier became artists as activists, they did not so much pursue these two engagements side 
by side as attempt to pull each through the demands of the other. They struggled to find those 
hinges where a particular strategy might be both aesthetically and politically intelligible, where 
art might exist within the differences between these shifting publics of artists, scholars, veterans, 
students, union members, blue collar, white collar and migrant workers, who often found 
themselves together on the streets and on campuses throughout these years. This was not easily 
accomplished, it was a process that was fraught with contradiction and, at times, failure. In many 
ways, their disagreeable brand of art is a way of digesting and integrating the contradictions of 
these early projects.  
Rosler, Lonidier and Sekula were all individually involved in the antiwar movement, and, 
to varying degrees, in the civil rights movement. Lonidier had even become something of a 
celebrity in 1966 after publicly protesting when he and several colleagues were drafted out of the 
Peace Corps while serving in the Philippines.6 Sekula was attending protests already as a high 
school student in San Pedro, California. Although they both had begun taking photographs prior 
                                                
6 After being notified that he was to return from the Philippines to the United States in order to be 
inducted, Lonidier wrote an open letter to the Manila Times. In the letter he questioned the legitimacy of 
the Peace Corps, stating, “It really makes one wonder whether or not the Peace Corps is perhaps an 
expendable political gimmick kept in existence to give the lie to any challenges to Johnson’s peaceful 
intentions.” After the letter was reprinted by newspapers around the world, he found himself confronted 
by reporters at each stop on his multi-leg flight across the Pacific Ocean back to California. After arriving 
home, he participated in and spoke at several protests around the country while appealing his draft status. 
Eventually, on his final appeal, he did receive a deferment from the Office of the President. This story is 
explored in detail in Fred Lonidier’s video Confessions of the Peace Corps (1974).  
Fred Lonidier. Interview with author, February, 2014. 
“Drafted Aide Calls Peace Corps a Sham,” New York Times, November 21, 1966. 
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to 1970, for Lonidier and Sekula their political involvement preceded any sustained art practice. 
Between 1965 and 1968, Rosler was the only one of the three who had already begun seriously 
producing art. In the production and distribution of her photomontages during this period, Rosler 
begins to develop the strategies of moving between publics and integrating art into activism that 
would characterize the practice of all three artists at UCSD. Although Rosler first began making 
her photomontages prior to meeting either Lonidier or Sekula, she continued to produce them 
after her arrival in California while in dialogue with the latter two artists. They, therefore, 
represented one of the first fully developed strategies for integrating artistic practice and activism 
forwarded within the group, and one to which all three artists responded.7 
 Rosler’s first involvement in left politics was nearly simultaneous with her first forays 
into art making, but she did not initially connect the two. Born and raised in Brooklyn, New 
York, she “identified as being an ‘artist artist’ from an early age.”8  Since her mid teens in the 
early sixties, Rosler had participated in civil rights and antinuclear protests, illegally “defying 
duck-and-cover air-raid drills” and handing out postcard petitions for the Congress of Racial 
Equality (CORE), one of the largest and most influential civil rights organizations throughout the 
                                                
7 Lonidier has confirmed that Rosler was handing out photomontages at protests when they first met at 
UCSD in early 1970. In her dissertation, August Davis also reports that Lonidier remembers being with 
Rosler while she handed out her photomontages. 
August Davis, “Bringing the War Back Home: Martha Rosler’s Anti-War Photomontages (1967-2008)” 
(Doctoral Thesis, University of Liverpool, School of Architecture and Building Engineering, 2011). 
Lonidier, Interview with the author, op cit. 
8 Martha Rosler, Interview with author, May 2014. 
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1960s.9 She considered herself “a radical, a leftist” though she did not belong to any particular 
organizations. As Rosler describes it she and her friends were just, “people who hung out 
together, many of whom were ‘red diaper babies.' Though I definitively was not. My parents 
would have died if they thought I was hanging around with these Communist kids.”10 After high 
school, she attended Brooklyn College, where she majored in English literature and began 
developing a serious interest in creating art, particularly painting and drawing. Despite remaining 
certain that she wanted to be an artist, she majored in English because she thought she “needed 
an education…and was drawn towards writing.”11 Although most of her paintings from that time 
do not survive, it was this work that she then identified as her art. She has described them as 
“floaty abstraction,” adding that the people she most admired Mark Rothko and Philip Guston.12  
One untitled painting from 1966, a field of translucent washes of blue, with a suggestion of 
darker linear forms floating underneath the surface, is like one of Claude Monet’s Water Lilies 
reworked through the deep, abstract fields of mid-fifties Rothko or Morris Louis.13 The painting 
                                                
9Martha Rosler, Rene Gabri, and Ayreen Anastas, “Considering the Social, A Conversation on 
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13 The painting is reproduced in Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life World. 
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falls firmly within the modernist reception of Abstract Expressionism endorsed by critics like 
Michael Fried and Clement Greenberg, a non-figurative composition that while without 
illusionistic space still treats the canvas as a picture plane rather than a mere physical surface. 
She first began taking photographs in college. Unlike painting, photography was less an end in 
and of itself for Rosler, but, in her words, the “development of some visual capacity…like 
drawing.”14 She printed and developed the images in the Brooklyn College darkroom, which was 
run by students of former Worker’s Film and Photo League photographer Walter Rosenblum.15 
Her images from the time, some shot from her car, often look at the sidewalk and its inhabitants 
at a near right angle. Some scenes of families on the stoop and children playing in the street 
recall Rosenblum and his Photo League colleagues’ concern for the everyday life of the urban 
poor, while steering away from their compositional and narrative clarity. Already, in these early 
photographs, there is an inkling of the oscillation between the critique and the practice of 
documentary that would continue throughout Rosler’s work as well as Sekula and Lonidier’s, 
work during the 1970s. There is a reticence towards the formal signifiers of documentary 
objectivity, the delineated subject and steady, level frame. While at the same time, an interest in 
the descriptive possibilities of the tradition of social documentary. There is often something 
slightly off-kilter, provisional about the framing, a central subject or group almost never appears. 
Out of focus pieces of the car dashboard, or a motion blurred bicyclist or pedestrian often occupy 
the foreground. In one image from 1964, the roof of a tenement at night appears behind empty 
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crisscrossing clotheslines rendered flat and white under the glare of the camera’s flash. Only a 
portion of the roof is visible, and the flash only illuminates the foreground. The stains on the roof 
and the weathered brick are minor enough to suggest mundane wear rather than function as signs 
of urban decay and poverty. It is a fragmentary view that resists any kind of synthesis into 
political commentary or unified sociological observation. In another photograph from 1964, a 
dozen young children play in front of a shuttered store on the Lower East Side. It is almost a 
typical documentary image of everyday life in the slums like Lewis Hine might have taken fifty 
years earlier, but the scene is interrupted by a motion-blurred, out of focus bicycle passing in the 
foreground on the right edge of the frame. These photographs mark the beginning of her interest 
in documentary and interwar realism. After graduating from college in 1965, Rosler would bring 
those interests to bear on her first photomontages, which would eventually form the basis of her 
artistic engagement with the antiwar movement. 
Rosler’s photomontages had a strange position within her body of work. Prior to 1967, 
they were hung in her own apartment and only shown to friends.16 She considered them as 
separate from the rest of her oeuvre, as something other than “art” in the proper sense. In 1970, a 
few of them were published in Goodbye To All That, a San Diego-based feminist newspaper, but 
only at the editor’s request.17 When applying to UCSD in 1971, she did not include them in her 
                                                
16  Ibid. 
17 Many writers note that Rosler’s photomontages were published in underground newspapers, 
specifically San Diego-based feminist publication Goodbye To All That. According to Rosler, this 
narrative is misleading. These works were produced to be distributed at protests with no thought of later 
publication. Only a select few were published in 1970 at the request of the editor of Goodbye to All That. 
As she put it, “It’s years later when they ended up in the underground newspapers. I didn’t see the 
publication as important to what this stuff was.”  
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portfolio. They were not shown in a gallery context until 1991.18  Yet, beginning in early 1967, 
she began to distribute them at protests.  
Between 1965 and 1968, Rosler was by no means alone among artists in her political 
commitments. The rise of the New Left, from the civil rights movement, the Free Speech 
Movement, antinuclear protests and beginnings of what would become the women’s liberation 
movement, had already politicized many artists in the early 1960s. By 1965, the Vietnam War 
provided a singular focus, and catalyzed a sense of responsibility and crisis among artists already 
becoming involved in various political movements. The challenge was to find ways to mediate 
between these commitments and artistic practices that did not immediately lend themselves to 
protest. As discussed in the previous chapter, the politics of Minimalism, Conceptual art, and the 
late modernism from which these traditions emerged, turned inwards towards their own 
institutional, material, social conditions. This made it difficult for these artists to address an event 
like the Vietnam War, except insofar as it became intertwined with the institutions of art 
production and exhibition. Around 1967, neither the traditions of modernism nor its critique 
seemed to offer a pathway to participation in the antiwar movement. Rosler did not find a way 
out of these problems, but recast them, by refusing to view a particular public or institutional 
                                                
Goodbye to All That -- Newspaper for San Diego Women, No 3, 1970. 
Goodbye to All That -- Newspaper for San Diego Women, No 10, 1971. 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
18 The photomontages that make up what is now called the Bringing the War Home series were shown in a 
1991 at Simon Watson Gallery in New York. As Rosler’s photomontage has become well recognized 
within art history, they have been published numerous times in arts publications, academic texts and 
exhibition catalogues. This later reception, discussed in the conclusion to this chapter, began long after 




affiliation as a precondition for the production of her art. In order to understand the relative 
uniqueness of Rosler’s approach to this problem, it is necessary to get a picture of the ways in 
which modernist and neo-avant-garde artists attempted to respond to the conflict between their 
growing political commitments and their seemingly limited connections between the antiwar 
movement and their work in the mid-1960s. In doing so, we will also take a further look into the 
roots of the self-critical politics that characterize much of the Minimalism and Conceptual art 



























“To write of art and politics in 1967,” Max Kozloff argued in an article published that 
year in The Nation, “is surely to court futility in a context of provocation.”:19   
                                                
19 Three days later, on February 23, 1967, Noam Chomsky would make a parallel argument about the 
situation of intellectual in his essay “The Responsibility of Intellectuals” as a special supplement to that 
week’s issue of the New York Review of Books. In the essay, which would become a touchstone for 
activists in the academy, Chomsky addresses the difficulties and the moral demands that the Vietnam War 
places upon intellectuals. In particular, he describes a “distinction that is commonly drawn between 
“responsible criticism,” on the one hand, and “sentimental,” or “emotional,” or “hysterical” criticism, on 
the other.” (Chomsky, 1967) “Responsible critics” are those that accept the the “fundamental political 
axiom…that the United States has the right to extend its power or control without limit.” The “hysterics” 
are those who develop arguments that do not start from this premise. It is not simply, Chomsky states, that 
those intellectuals who do not accept this premise are argued against, but rather that they are accused of 
having stepped beyond the scholarly and scientific methods that as ‘experts’ they could use to legitimate 
their arguments. The question of the moral validity of the war is deemed irrelevant, because it is a 
question whose answer cannot be arrived at via those scientific methods. As Chomsky would argue: 
“Anyone can be a moral individual, concerned with human rights and problems; but only a 
college professor, a trained expert, can solve technical problems by “sophisticated” methods. Ergo, it is 
only problems of the latter sort that are important or real. Responsible, non-ideological experts will give 
 advice on tactical questions; irresponsible, “ideological types” will “harangue” about principle 
and trouble themselves over moral issues and human rights, or over the traditional problems of man and 
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“And yet, to ignore the subject in print (however much it may prey privately on the mind) 
is to repress an urgency that makes the misgivings of an art critic almost weasel-like. It is 
the predicament of trying to resolve divergent obligations- intellectual and moral -which 
public life in this country is always prying further apart, with stupefying results. There is 
nothing like a national crisis- and the war in Vietnam is a crisis raised to the pitch of 
horror -to make aesthetic pursuits look pitifully insignificant. But there is also nothing 
like such a crisis to cause some of us to rethink the nature of our role as men involved 
with creativity.”20  
 
For Kozloff the war in Vietnam put artists, and cultural critics like himself, in a double 
bind, both called upon to work to address the crisis, while making their very means of address 
appear useless. By 1967, a wide range of artists were taking on the subject of the war as content, 
                                                
society, concerning which “social and behavioral science” has nothing to offer beyond trivialities.” 
(Chomsky, 1967)   
From this technocratic, “non-ideological” perspective, which Chomsky identifies with writers and 
scholars like Irving Kristol, Daniel Bell and David N. Rowe, scientific disciplines, including the social 
sciences, had become autonomous and self-legitimating. The conclusions they reach are prior to, and 
unassailable by, mere ideology, because they are themselves derived from sources of scientific truth 
unsullied by ideological difference. To tie one’s scholarship to “moral issues and human rights” was to do 
something other than science, and, therefore, to remove the disciplinary ground that legitimates one’s 
work as a scholar.  
The Vietnam War, for both Chomsky and Kozloff, was not exclusively a moral or political crisis 
but a crisis regarding conceptions of legitimacy within their respective fields. The issue was not that an 
artist or academic could not protest the war, but rather that one could not protest the war as an artist or 
academic. A scientist could have an opinion on the war, but his scientific expertise could not be 
legitimately put to use in support of that opinion. An artist could protest the war, but could not expect her 
art to function as protest. In each case, the development of forms of autonomous expertise sheltered the 
artist or intellectual from public life, while preventing them from putting their expertise to public use. 
Chomsky, Noam. “A Special Supplement: The Responsibility of Intellectuals.” The New York Review of 
Books, February 23, 1967. 
20 Max Kozloff, “...A Collage of Indignation,” The Nation, February 20, 1967. 248 
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while producing work that sat relatively comfortably within a modern gallery or museum.21 
However, for Kozloff such gestures were likely to remain futile tokens of political sympathy.  
Art’s “involuted censure,” he argues, cannot be expected to produce a reaction from a public that 
is insensitive “to the war images, the photos of Vietnamese children, which daily flood it.”22 As 
propaganda or an attempt to convey the distant horror of war, art, for Kozloff, is merely a 
redundant, less affectively powerful echo of television news and photojournalism.23 Moreover, 
drawing on Marcuse’s notion of “repressive tolerance,” Kozloff argues that the “permissiveness” 
of the American public towards “artistic speech…neutralizes the artist’s tension and confuses his 
protest.”24  The “radical impact of art,” as Marcuse argues quoting Edgar Wind, can fall into a 
“friendly abyss” where tolerance of all opinions neutralizes the opposition between every 
political viewpoint, and divorces the voicing of political argument from any call for concrete 
change.25 A victim of its own autonomy, Kozloff describes the art of the late sixties as existing 
                                                
21 The list of artists who made works that made reference to the war is seemingly endless. Among those 
artists who consistently took on the war as a subject in their work as a way of criticizing or protesting US 
military intervention in Vietnam one could mention the painters Peter Saul, Leon Golub and Nancy Spero, 
as well as the sculptor and installation artist Edward Kienholz. Later in this and the following chapter, 
there will be a more detailed discussion of projects that attempted to move beyond treating the war 
thematically to more institutional and activist forms of engagement. 
22 Kozloff “…A Collage of Indignation.” 248 
23 Harold Rosenberg voiced a similar sentiment later the same year in the New Yorker. “[T]he more 
advanced the communications system, the less impact the unique aesthetic statement. To challenge the 
version of events disseminated by contemporary propaganda machines with a painting of sculpture is like 
battling a tank division with a broomstick.” 
Harold Rosenberg, “The Art World,” The New Yorker, December 16, 1967. 
24 Kozloff “…A Collage of Indignation.” 248 




within a space both sheltered from the political implications of many other forms of speech and 
journalism’s responsiveness to ongoing events. Artists can make work about issues like the 
Vietnam War, but they cannot expect that work to function as political activism, or contribute to 
shifts in public opinion or public policy. Kozloff understood a shift in content or concern was not 
itself a sufficient response to the political and moral demands of the war, artists had to “rethink 
the nature of [their] role,” which implied stepping beyond the disciplinary regime that grounded 
and legitimated their work. This was easier said than done. For artists and critics still committed 
to the legacy of the high modernism that came to the fore in the 1940s and 1950s, such a move 
carried the potential to tear down the very protections that had allowed so-called 'advanced art' to 
continue to exist in a climate of political oppression, cultural marginalization and appropriation. 
Rather than rethinking their role during this “national crisis,” they sought out an ever more 
impenetrable theoretical refuge for modernism. For the increasing number of artists defining 
themselves against that legacy, an immanent critique of their discipline proved more easily 
accomplished than attempts to step beyond its boundaries. The rethinking that Kozloff called for 
would require a break with both modernism and its critique that few were able to imagine. 
Michael Fried published his influential essay “Art and Objecthood” in Artforum only a 
few months after Kozloff’s article.26  The article, which took up the majority of the June issue of 
                                                
26 Francis Frascina also discusses the timing of Fried’s article in relation to both the Vietnam War and 
critical and artistic reactions to it, including Kozloff’s.  
Frascina, Art, Politics and Dissent. 114 
Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” Artforum, June 1967. Cited here in its reprinting as, Michael Fried, 
“Art and Objecthood,” in Art and Objecthood: Essays and Reviews (Chicago: University Of Chicago 
Press, 1998), 148–72. 
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arguably the most influential art publication of the period, was the latest and most articulate 
defense of modernism as a theoretical bulwark against the political or moral demands of this 
“national crisis.” Fried argued that painting, and by extension all artworks, risk losing what 
defines them as art the moment they present themselves as mere objects in the world among 
others. Everyday objects, for Fried, are always perceived in relation to their surroundings. Our 
perception of them includes “the entire situation,” Fried says quoting Robert Morris.27 When 
viewing an object, “there is nothing within [the viewer’s] field of vision- nothing that he takes 
note of in any way- that declares its irrelevance to the situation, and therefore to the experience. 
On the contrary, for something to be perceived at all is for it to be perceived as part of that 
situation.”28  Artworks, by contrast, depend upon their ability to be viewed without regard to 
their situation. Their form, like a sentence reprinted in different fonts and on different papers, 
remains the same regardless of the conditions under which they are viewed. Viewing a painting 
requires the knowledge and ability to abstract the relevant elements of the work from the 
anecdotal particulars of its presentation. “At every moment the work itself is wholly manifest,” 
Fried argued.29 It is “wholly manifest” not because of some special phenomenological effect of a 
modernist work, but because the discipline of reading such a composition implies the disregard 
                                                
27 Fried, “Art and Objecthood.” 154 
The quote itself is from: 
Robert Morris, “Notes on Sculpture, Part II,” Artforum, October 1966. reprinted as Robert Morris, “Notes 
on Sculpture Part II,” in Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory Battcock (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1995), 222–35. 
28 Fried, “Art and Objecthood.” 154 
29 Fried, “Art and Objecthood.” 167 
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of temporary, contingent changes in its appearance.  Fried’s distinction between artwork and 
object, drawing from his mentor Clement Greenberg, implied an understanding of each artistic 
medium as a self-sufficient discipline with conventional rules for interpretation and artistic 
investigation.30 Such disciplines provided a groundwork for interpretation and practice not only 
independent of the specifics of a particular viewing experience, but also of ongoing historical 
events and other (mis)interpretations and appropriations. As Greenberg stated six years earlier, in 
his widely cited radio lecture and essay “Modernist Painting,” regardless of apparent changes in 
taste and style, each modernist work “takes its place in the intelligible continuity of taste and 
tradition.”31 Greenberg’s modernism, particularly by the 1950s and 1960s, strove to ground each 
artistic discipline in an investigation of its own necessary conditions of possibility. Insofar as 
those conditions were determined by an internal investigation of each given medium, 
                                                
30 Greenberg famously described modernism in his 1961 essay “Modernist Painting” as “the use of 
characteristic methods of a discipline to criticize the discipline itself, not in order to subvert it but in order 
to entrench it more firmly in its area of competence.” (Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” 1995, 85) By 
1967, Greenberg’s ideas had already been challenged in a multitude of ways from Neo-Dada’s intermedia 
practices to Pop’s embrace of the technologies and imagery of contemporary popular culture and 
Minimalism’s investigation of the architectural and phenomenological conditions of a work and its 
reception. Fried’s work is both an extension of Greenberg’s and a refinement of his ideas in order to better 
address, and often dismiss, current developments in art. Fried quotes “Recentness of Sculpture,” an essay 
Greenberg wrote in 1967, at the beginning of “Art and Objecthood,” drawing particularly on his idea of 
Minimalist sculpture as “non-art.” (Greenberg, “Recentness of Sculpture,” 1995) 
Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” in The Collected Essays and Criticism, Volume 4: Modernism 
with a Vengeance, 1957-1969 (University of Chicago Press, 1995), 85–93. 85 
Clement Greenberg, “Recentness of Sculpture,” in The Collected Essays and Criticism, Volume 4: 
Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957-1969 (University of Chicago Press, 1995), 250–56. 
31 Greenberg, “Modernist Painting.” 93 
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modernism’s trajectory was shielded from the vagaries of current events or superficial changes in 
artistic taste. Although Fried does not mention attempts by artists to engage with the antiwar 
movement or any other political struggles, his essay presents an implicit response to the 
questions raised by Kozloff. To tie the production of art to the needs of another public or the 
demands of another practice would be to produce something other than art as Fried conceives it. 
By the same token, the demands that Kozloff feels a crisis like the Vietnam War makes upon 
artists, are not relevant within Fried’s argument.32 Art both could not and need not concern itself 
with these events. If artists and critics were to take Kozloff’s suggestion to “rethink the nature of 
[their] role” seriously, it was this autonomous shelter that would have to be relinquished.  
Of course, this autonomy was already under threat by the very developments Fried 
bemoans in his essay. Minimalism, and many of its art historical contemporaries, Fried argued, 
attempted to undo this autonomy, making works that were inseparable from their relationships to 
                                                
32 In 1968 Barbara Rose would criticize Fried for exactly this reason in her three-part essay for Artforum 
“The Politics of Art.” Rose would, in fact, go a bit farther, stating that Fried displaces political concerns 
into the realm of aesthetics, writing about art as if the moral or ethical stakes were equivalent to those in 
the Civil Rights struggle or the antiwar movement. “[T]he sublimation of political issues within an 
esthetic context makes it possible to ignore (or even to begrudge) the political content of art,” Rose states, 
“In Mr. Fried’s case it even makes it possible to discuss critical issues with a sense of passion and outrage 
once reserved for questions of life and death.” She sees this displacement as a way of coping with the 
political position that Fried and Greenberg’s version of modernism creates, “in which [political] action is 
virtually impossible.” 
Barbara Rose, “Problems of Criticism IV: The Politics of Art, Part I,” Artforum, February 1968. 
———, “Problems of Criticism VI: The Politics of Art, Part III,” Artforum, April 1969. 
———, “Problems of Criticism V: The Politics of Art, Part II,” Artforum, January 1969. 
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their surroundings and their viewers, works which were, in his terms, “theatrical.”33 Artforum 
published Robert Morris’ two-part “Notes on Sculpture,” which Fried cites as paradigmatic of 
these theatrical tendencies, the preceding year.34 By 1967, Robert Rauschenberg’s earliest 
Combines were more than a decade old, Happenings had become an established art form, Pop 
had risen to prominence several years before, Jonas Mekas’ first New Cinema festival had been 
held two years earlier, and Minimalism, Fried’s primary target, was increasingly pervasive in 
New York’s most prominent galleries. The neo-avant-garde had long since arrived, and Fried’s 
defense of modernism was already a rearguard battle. The erosion of faith in high modernism, 
and its claims to autonomy, made it possible to consider questions of political engagement, but it 
did not necessarily provide answers to those questions.  
In his discussion of art and the antiwar movement, Francis Frascina describes the early 
difficulties of artist’s developing political strategies in terms of “theatrical” artists’ struggles 
against Greenberg and Fried’s apolitical modernism.35 But, as we have seen in the previous 
chapter, for many artists, particularly those associated with the emergence of Minimalism and 
Conceptual art, the turn towards what Fried calls “theatricality” was a further exploration of the 
problems of removing those conditions that limited the political possibilities of art making. It 
                                                
33 In a footnote, Fried makes explicit that, although he specifically addresses Minimalism in his essay, his 
critique applies to a wide range of artists, from Neo-Dada to Pop and Land art, who have renounced his 
version of modernism. “It is theatricality, too,” he states, “that links all these artists to other figures as 
disparate as Kaprow, Cornell, Rauschenberg, Oldenburg, Flavin, Smithson, Kienholz, Segal, Samaras, 
Christo, Kusama…the list could go on indefinitely.” 
Fried, “Modernist Painting.” 170 n13 
34 Morris, “Notes on Sculpture.” 
35 Frascina, Art, Politics and Dissent. 108-160 
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made visible the work’s dependency on its surroundings, whether physical, institutional or 
discursive. As Hal Foster argues, the neo-avant-garde moves beyond the historical avant-garde’s 
attempts to simply escape or destroy its status as art, by addressing the “institution of art” with a 
“creative analysis at once specific and deconstructive.”36  Artists like Morris, Donald Judd, or 
Dan Flavin, turns towards art’s necessary conditions, which Fried’s modernism attempted to 
bracket from the viewing of the work, but it still depends upon an internal engagement with 
those conditions. Of course, as Foster points out, this “creative analysis” is also a means of 
unearthing the imbrication of the “institution of art” with the political and economic realities of 
its surroundings, and even intervene within them.37 Brian O’Doherty connects the emergence of 
this creative analysis directly with antiwar sentiment. During the “art community’s dissent on 
Vietnam and Cambodia, a new insight took hold,” O’Doherty writes, “the system through which 
the work of artists passed had to be examined … Art’s self-referential examination became, 
almost overnight, an examination of its social and economic context.”38 Maurice Berger and, 
more recently, Julia Bryan-Wilson have explored the ways in which the work of artists like 
                                                
36 Hal Foster, “Who’s Afraid of the Neo-Avant-Garde?,” in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at 
the End of the Century (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), 1–32. 20 
37 “[M]inimalism presents a self-conscious position on art, which might allow it not only to comprehend 
modernist art as an institutional discourse…but also to intervene in this discourse as such a position. … 
That is, only in the early 1960s is the institutionality not only of art but also of the avant-garde first 
appreciated and exploited.” 
Hal Foster, “The Crux of Minimalism,” in The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the 
Century (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996), 35–70. 56 
38 Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2000). 111 
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Morris, Carl Andre and Hans Haacke intertwined with their political commitments by exploring 
these connections. Berger sees Morris’ work as an “attempt to liberate the art object from the 
control of galleries, museums, and the media- the imprisoning iron triangle of the art world.”39 
Morris, Berger argues, drawing on Marcuse, transposes the broader “calls for the ‘desublimation’ 
of Western society and liberation of human sexuality” into a struggle against the institutional 
repression of the art object.40 Rather than seeking liberation, Bryan-Wilson sees artists like 
Morris and Andre turning towards an investigation of the nature of their labor as artists, their “art 
work,” within “a museum system implicated in the ongoing Vietnam War.”41 In both readings, 
the home of Fried’s autonomy becomes the site for a political practice, but art’s potential to 
become political remains mediated through this home in the “museum system.”42 This was not 
                                                
39 Maurice Berger, Labyrinths: Robert Morris, Minimalism, and the 1960s (New York: HarperCollins 
Publishers, 1989). 123 
40 Ibid. 
41 Bryan-Wilson, Art Workers. 8 
42 This was perhaps symptomatic of a broad politicization of any act, no matter how quotidian, that 
seemed to resist the culture of American capitalism. As Ian Burn, a conceptual artist affiliated with Art 
and Language in both London and New York, argued in 1981: 
  
 “Each evening, while eating their dinners, Americans watched their military defeating communist 
hordes in Vietnam- the ultimate victory never came and the official lies continued. More and more people 
felt moral outrage at the continuing American atrocities, as well as spreading anger at the many other 
oppressive and repressive aspects of the American way of life.  
Since the Second World War, the corporate forces of American capitalism had been making a 
concerted effort to create an explicit identification of the needs of individuals with the interests of 
corporations. Hence anything which rejected the basis of that identification was seen as political…In 
conflict with the passively aggressive impersonalism of corporate styles and values, a new feeling of 
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then a question of making “political art” in an abstract or absolute sense.  Irving Sandler, for 
example, misidentifies a disconnection between antiwar activism and critical artistic practice as a 
simple separation between “political radicalism and artistic radicalism.” During the late 1960s, 
"[w]hat artists did in the streets,” Sandler argues, “had no influence on what they made in their 
studios. They could demand relevance- their favorite sixties expectation- both in social and in 
aesthetic matters, but they did not connect the two spheres.”43 This was clearly not true for artists 
like Morris and Andre who saw their investigations of both the institutional conditions of their 
work and its potentially new relationships to the viewer as directly related to the radical 
democratic goals of the New Left. However, Sandler’s inability to perceive these connections is 
symptomatic of the problem these artists faced making their work politically intelligible beyond 
the art world while critiquing the legacy of modernism. On the other hand, Tyrus Miller has 
recently argued for reading broad swaths of the neo-avant-garde of the late 1960s as “models” 
for new revolutionary forms of activism as well as everyday life regardless of their connections 
with politics beyond the institutions of the art world. Miller would argue that, by foregrounding 
political “efficacy,” Kozloff is asking the wrong questions of the art of his time. “[T]his way of 
posing the question,” Miller writes, “as an issue of political actualization of an ideological 
project, remains indebted to the artistic politics of the first, classical avant-garde and is subject to 
                                                
personal-social responsibility was surfacing. In the broadest sense, these diverse cultural expressions 
converged on a common attitude of anti-institutionalism.” (emphasis added) 
Ian Burn, “The ’Sixties: Crisis and Aftermath (or the Memoirs of an Ex-Conceptual Artist),” in 
Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (Cambridge, Mass: MIT 
Press, 1999), 334–48. 393-394 
43 Irving Sandler, American Art of the 1960s (New York: Joanna Cotler Books, 1988). 293 
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the same contradictions that doomed it to failure."44 However, Miller’s reading does not address 
the roots of the crisis felt by a writer like Kozloff, which was not simply a blindness to other 
forms of artistic politics, but a symptom of the disjunction between the organizations, actions, 
and publics that made up the antiwar movement and the concerns and practices of artists, and the 
publics within which their work circulated. The problem was how to turn artistic practices to 
publics and events distant from the art world, events that although often indirectly connected to 
the “museum system,” were not centered there.45  
Kozloff observes that “there is nothing like a national crisis…to make aesthetic pursuits 
look pitifully insignificant.”46 In hindsight one might say, in 1967 there was nothing like a 
national crisis to make the then-dominant practices of modernist and neo-avant-garde artists 
“look pitifully insignificant.” Rather than a problem with “aesthetic pursuits” in general, this 
crisis presented a problem to the position that these artists found themselves in the United States 
                                                
44 Tyrus Miller, “All Along The Watchtower: Aesthetic Revolution in the United States during the 1960s,” 
in Aesthetic Revolutions and Twentieth-Century Avant-Garde Movements, ed. Ale Erjavec (Durham; 
London: Duke University Press Books, 2015), 145–77. 
45 In his February 20, 1967 article Kozloff has a parallel reading. “Never in the last hundred years,” he 
argues, “has a serious, avant-garde art been so caught up with the confounding issues and pressures of its 
society- which is not to say at all that ours is a ‘protest’ art.” For Kozloff, it is not so much that art has 
restricted itself to an investigation of its own conditions, as much as it has functioned as a kind of 
cathartic image of the problems within the society in which it exists. This reflection, however, does not 
imply a ‘protest’ against these issues, “a purgation or exorcism of the demon,” but holding them “in 
suspense.” Art then is restricted to functioning as a kind of socio-psychotherapeutic form for society wide 
neuroses, rather than a call to, or participant in, revolutionary change. 
Kozloff, “…A Collage of Indignation.” 249 
46 Kozloff, “…A Collage of Indignation.” 248 
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in the mid-1960s. In the words of the critic Lucy Lippard, who would be involved in a range of 
antiwar arts projects and organizations:  
 
“Art in 1967 was safely ensconced in its own world, primarily concerned with its own 
physical properties. The scene was dominated by Pop and Minimal art, with kinetic and 
abstract art highly visible as well. Process and Conceptual art were just beginning to 
surface. Even realist art rarely touched on social issues, and when it did, it was rarely 
shown or written about. The older New York artists harbored taboos against social 
content inherited from the days of Stalinism and McCarthyism, and the younger artists 
were unaware that art could be politically effective. They had been trained to understand 
all political art was corny and old-fashioned- barely art in the highest sense- and few had 
the political sophistication to combat these views.”47  
 
Lippard describes an art world still in the shadow of the American “de-Marxization” of 
the late 1930s. There is a heated and long-running debate within art historical scholarship 
regarding the political status of American modernism, and particularly Abstract Expressionism, 
after the 1930s.48 However, nearly all sides of this debate agree that from the end of the 1930s 
                                                
47 Lucy R. Lippard, A Different War: Vietnam in Art (Bellingham, Wash.: Seattle: Real Comet Press, 
1990). 17 
48 See, for example:  
T. J. Clark, “In Defense of Abstract Expressionism,” in Farewell to an Idea: Episodes from a History of 
Modernism (New Haven u.a.: Yale University Press, 1999), 371–404. 
David Craven, Abstract Expressionism and the Cultural Logic of Romantic Anti-Capitalism: Dissent 
during the McCarthy Period (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
Serge Guilbaut, How New York Stole the Idea of Modern Art, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: 
University Of Chicago Press, 1985). 
Ellen G. Landau, ed., Reading Abstract Expressionism: Context and Critique (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2005). 
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through the 1950s the connections between left-wing politics and modern art withered or, at 
least, became increasingly hidden. The Popular Front coalition of leftist and liberal groups from 
the middle and working class dissolved with the rise of anti-Stalinism in the United States. 
Simultaneously, many artists and critics began moving away from the attempts to document 
everyday life and produce works for broader publics that had been associated with the culture of 
popular left-politics. This shift founds its most important theoretical justifications in the work of 
critics associated with the Partisan Review like Dwight MacDonald, Lionel Trilling, Irving 
Howe and, of course, Clement Greenberg. During the late 1930s, these writers outlined a vision 
of avant-garde culture that was defined by its separation from mass culture and popular politics. 
They responded to the narrowing popular political horizons of art by justifying, both politically 
and aesthetically, art’s escape from the determinations of popular culture and politics. In 1938, 
Leon Trotsky, the exiled Soviet revolutionary who had become the standard bearer of anti-
Stalinism, argued in a letter to the Partisan Review, that “art can be a strong ally of revolution 
only insofar as it remains faithful to itself.”49 Writers like Greenberg radicalized, perhaps even 
misread, this statement, calling for a counterintuitively political justification for art’s 
independence from politics, as a preserve of those ideas that cannot continue to exist within 
capitalist society. Any hopes of making art for the popular public are naive, because to do so 
would require that one play by the terms of mass culture, which is inherently and irreversibly 
                                                
Michael Leja, Reframing Abstract Expressionism: Subjectivity and Painting in the 1940s (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 1997). 
Annika Marie, The Most Radical Act: Harold Rosenberg, Barnett Newman and Ad Reinhardt (ProQuest, 
2007). 
49 Leon Trotsky, “Art and Politics in Our Epoch,” Partisan Review, September 1938. 
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reactionary. Greenberg, in his seminal 1939 Partisan Review essay “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” 
saw the culture of the “exploited and poor” as a reflection of their repression.50  
 
“There has always been on one side the minority of the powerful- and therefore the 
cultivated -and on the other the great mass of the exploited and poor -and therefore 
ignorant. Formal culture has always belonged to the first, while the last have had to 
content themselves with folk or rudimentary culture, or kitsch.”51 
 
To work within the culture of “the exploited and poor” is not giving voice to the 
repressed, but giving voice to the culture forced upon them.52 Art’s only choice, in order to 
                                                
50 Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” Partisan Review 6, no. 5 (1939): 34–49. 
reprinted in Clement Greenberg, The Collected Essays and Criticism, Volume 1: Perceptions and 
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51Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch.” 40 
52 As Michael Denning notes, Greenberg’s argument was typical of the New York intellectuals associated 
with the Partisan Review.  
 “In a theme developed at length by the Partisan art and literary critics like Clement Greenberg, 
Lionel Trilling, and Robert Warshow, these “second-hand” products did not create a popular democratic 
audience; rather they embodied a middlebrow notion of art “appreciation” that offered an easy escape 
from “the shock of experience”: “the chief function of mass culture,” Warshow wrote, “is to relieve one of 
the necessity of experiencing one’s life directly.” It destroys “the emotional and moral content of 
experience, putting in its place a system of conventionalized ‘responses.’”” 
 Alan M. Wald has pointed out, this “virtually exclusive” interest in “high culture” and dismissal 
of the possibilities of a working-class or popular culture diverged significantly from Trotsky’s own ideas. 
Trotsky’s “well-known opposition to a theory of proletarian culture as an official policy of the Soviet 
Union did not stem from a lack of interest in creative activity among workers or literary depictions of 
working-class life. Rather, Trotsky held that the dictatorship of the proletariat was intended to be a 
transitional and exceptional phase; its goal was to construct a classless society and socialist culture.” 
Michael Denning, The Cultural Front: The Laboring of American Culture in the Twentieth Century 
(Verso, 1998). 110 
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maintain its distinction from the exploitative society in which it exists, is to retreat into itself, to 
find its aesthetic ‘justification,’ to use Greenberg’s term, in an exploration of its own medium.53  
As the sole realm of culture capable of maintaining this separation Greenberg’s avant-garde 
could, as Deniz Tekiner aptly puts it, “preserve capacities for politically critical thought” which 
would disintegrate under the “onslaughts of kitsch.”54 Serge Guilbaut describes this turn as an 
attempt to “preserve a sense of social ‘commitment’…while eschewing the art of propaganda 
and illustration.”55 “It was, in a sense,” Guilbaut continues, “a political apoliticism.”56 
Greenberg’s vision, of course, did not remain prescriptive. As Guilbaut and many others have 
outlined, it became intrinsic to the development of modernism in the United States.  
In 1967, both the modernism described in Fried’s “Art and Objecthood” and much of the 
“theatricality” it rejected were caught within the legacy of this “political apoliticism.” Fried, and 
Greenberg himself, had dropped the Marxist justifications for art’s autonomy forwarded in 
“Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” and transformed formal issues into moral and political ends in and of 
themselves. Artists, like the Minimalists discussed above, were developing a politics that did not 
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53  As T.J. Clark later put it in his 1982 essay on “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” in Greenberg’s 
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so much escape this modernist “apolitical politicism” as reveal the inherent politics underneath 
its ostensibly neutral facade. The art of the Popular Front era, most often referred to under the 
blanket term “social realism,” which could include everything from Diego Rivera’s murals, the 
documentary of the Worker’s Film and Photo League and Ben Shahn’s paintings, remained either 
an object of ridicule or largely unexplored.57 More importantly, institutions like the Photo 
League, which provided a way for photographers to work within labor organizing efforts around 
the country, had withered into non-existence over the past few decades. In 1967, the neo-avant-
garde had imagined new ways for art to be a political practice, but, by and large, could not yet re-
establish concrete connections between those practices and the protest movements of the New 
Left.   
 
                                                
57 The realism of the 1930s was widely understood as a retour à l’ordre, which following the rise of 
neoclassicism in the late 1920s marked the end of the innovations of the historical avant-garde. At its 
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thirties,” Harold Rosenberg wrote in the December 16, 1967 issue of The New Yorker, “everyone has been 
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Harold Rosenberg, “The Art World,” The New Yorker, December 16, 1967. 
The Reinhardt quote comes from a discussion, moderated by Jeanne Siegel and including artists Leon 
Golub, Ad Reinhardt, Allan D’Arcangelo and Marc Morrel, was broadcast on WBAI in New York on 
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The response to the war in Vietnam can be roughly divided into two periods, from 1965 
to late 1968 and from 1969 onwards. The following chapter will address the latter, more radical 
period, this chapter will focus on the more tentative, ambivalent beginnings of this response. 
Prior to 1969, established artists in both New York and Los Angeles focused their efforts on 
creating and participating in artists’ groups dedicated to protesting the war, donating their art, 
their time or just lending their names to collective actions. It was a strategy that had been used 
already between 1962 and 1964 when artists like Robert Rauschenberg and Larry Rivers had 
supported the civil rights movement by contributing their works to annual benefit auctions held 
by CORE.58 This allowed artists to contribute to antiwar activities while separating the specifics 
of their work from their participation.  The two most significant of these groups were the Artists 
and Writers Protest (AWP) in New York City founded in 1964 and the Artist’s Protest Committee 
                                                
58 Irving Sandler, American Art of the 1960s (New York: Joanna Cotler Books, 1988). 300 n. 2 
Sandler also notes, however, that a subsequent advertisement “soliciting membership for the Artist Civil 
Rights Assistance Fund, Inc” in Artforum listed only four visual artists among the 130 names of 
participants. “Such was the extent of artists’ involvement in social causes,” Sandler concludes. 
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(APC) in Los Angeles founded the following year. Both groups attracted members across the 
‘theatrical’ divide sketched by Fried.59  
Although the United States had been militarily involved in Vietnam since the late 1950s, 
it was in the spring of 1965 that broad public awareness and public discontent first arose. In 
March of that year the massive bombing campaign dubbed Operation Rolling Thunder began, the 
use of napalm was approved, and the first combat troops were deployed in the country. These 
events, and the graphic coverage of military and civilian casualties on television and in print, 
thrust Vietnam into the collective American imaginary. That same month University of Michigan 
held the first “teach-in” on Vietnam, followed by a similar, much larger event at University of 
California, Berkeley, and, in April, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) held their first 
major antiwar march in Washington D.C. As one Cornell professor recalled, after the political 
conservatism in the country over the previous two decades, “All of a sudden it seemed to me that 
what I had always thought would be impossible- namely a large-scale movement against a war 
that your country was in -began obviously to take hold…And I began to feel very different about 
the possibilities of politics in the mid 1960s…It was as though spring had arrived after a very, 
very long fucking winter.”60 
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Israel, Kill for Peace. 23-35 
60 Then Cornell University professor Doug Dowd quoted in: 




In the midst of this ferment, between March and June, the APC and the AWP both took 
their first collective actions, running advertisements in their respective cities protesting the war.61 
In many ways, they would set in place the strategies that would characterize the major artistic 
responses to the war for the next four or five years. Both ads took the form of a list of names of 
the artists involved accompanied by texts declaring opposition to the war. Israel has described 
these actions as “extra-aesthetic,” in that “they lacked a visual aspect or did not relate to what 
could be considered an art context.”62 The classification ignores the design involved in these 
letters as published. The first AWP letter, for example, laid out the names of the signatories close 
together down the center of the ad creating an imposing monolithic block, both unified and 
massive. Still, the vast majority of those who lent their names to these ads did not have a hand in 
their conceptualization or construction. They were aggregate gestures, drawing on the combined 
reputations of the signatories, but they were not collaboratively or collectively produced. Taken 
as a whole it was not an “extra-aesthetic” protest, but the individual artists’ choice to participate 
was no more or less necessarily related to their work than their choice to sign a petition. 
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and dissent and Matthew Israel’s Kill for Peace. I draw on both their accounts in the following summary 
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Frascina. Art, Politics and Dissent. 
Israel. Kill for Peace. 




16. Artist’s Tower of Protest (Peace Tower), 1966 
 
 A pair of collective projects made over the following two years integrated the actual 
work of participating artists. The APC’s Artists’ Tower of Protest (1966), more commonly known 
as Peace Tower, in Los Angeles and the 1967 Angry Arts Week put on by AWP in New York 
became the most visible attempts to harness art production for the antiwar effort during the late 
sixties. The two projects shared certain methods, both centered on the solicitation of artistic 
contributions from a large group of sympathetic artists, which were then brought together into a 
single project. In each, like the massive blocks of signatures in the previous year’s 
advertisements, the aggregate effect of the collected works was as important as any individual 
piece. Yet, they were not collective projects, which subsumed the participants into a shared 




Peace Tower, installed on an empty lot in Los Angeles, centered on a steel scaffold-like 
tower by Mark di Suvero, but the thin lines of the sculpture served as a kind of frame for the 
many contributions of other artists. Hundreds of invitations to participate were sent to artists 
around the world, with 418 works eventually being submitted.63 The submissions had to be in the 
form of square panels, and strict guidelines were given for their format and size. The organizers 
hoped these restrictions would limit any hierarchy developing between the works.64 Installed in a 
tight grid on fence behind the di Suvero the works came to form their own collage. The Peace 
Tower was described by Susan Sontag at the February 26 dedication, as “a big thing to stand 
here, to remind other people that we feel the way that we do.”65 Bryan-Wilson has noted Sontag, 
one of the most insightful cultural critics writing at the time, displays an unusual inarticulateness 
and “perhaps unconscious ambivalence about the tower [that] betrays a larger anxiety about the 
role of objects- ‘big things’ -in the mid 1960s.”66 The Peace Tower is itself ambivalent about the 
role of the “big thing” at its center. Monumental in size and outline, di Suvero’s piece is 
composed largely of negative space, surrounded by the mass of contributions arranged on a 
horizontal grid, it is a big, empty thing and a collection of small, solid things.  During 
construction a sign was placed in front of di Suvero’s work which read, “Artists Protest Vietnam 
War.” Without the sign, or the media coverage of the project in the underground Los Angeles 
Free Press and the Los Angeles Times, there would be nothing to mark it as an antiwar gesture. 
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Once installed, the panels took the place of the sign. James Rosenquist’s panel, which simply 
read, “Body Count,” Ad Reinhardt’s similarly direct, “NO WAR,” or Alice Neel’s burning 
skeleton with the words “Stop The War,” were among those that made the message explicit.67  In 
Sontag’s description, as well, the specific form of the sculpture seems less important in its role as 
protest than its sheer existence, size and visibility. Panels like Rosenquist’s, Reinhardt’s and 
Neel’s, on the other hand, are clear and polemical, but bear little resemblance to these artists’ 
larger bodies of work.  
 The Tower garnered headlines in both mainstream newspapers and underground 
publications in California and around the country and became a locus for antiwar activism. In 
1966, it was featured twenty-four times on the cover of the Los Angeles Free Press, the most 
widely read underground newspaper in Los Angeles.68 It was also attacked both during and after 
its construction, with the APC eventually renting an apartment overlooking the lot so that 
volunteers could keep watch. It received little attention within the pages of art magazines and 
journals like Artforum and Artnews. Artforum’s silence was particularly striking as it was based 
in Los Angeles, and its founder and editor, Philip Leider, had been a vocal supporter of the APC 
and the Peace Tower.69 From Leider’s perspective activism, including projects like the Tower, 
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and art were “just two separate activities.”70 “We never made any connection, we never saw as 
related to our ideas about criticism and art…anything that we were doing later that night in 
demonstrations,” Leider later recalled, his “we” ambiguously referring either to the Artforum 
staff or the art world in general.71 Kurt von Meier’s short discussion of the Tower in the April 
1966 issue of Art International was it’s only significant appearance in the art press that year. It 
was not until 1971 that Art in America put the Tower on its cover accompanying the first of a 
series of articles by Therese Schwartz on the convergence of contemporary politics and the 
avant-garde in the past decade. Schwartz herself questioned the relevance of the project’s status 
as artwork to its role in political activism, asking if “the unique, artistic nature of the Tower in 
fact deflect[s] attention from the dirty truths of the war?”72 Visitors, Schwartz worried, would 
focus more on the novelty of artists making an antiwar statement than the statement itself. 
Implicit in Schwartz’s argument is an assumption that viewers could not view the work 
simultaneously as an artwork and a form of political action. The Peace Tower was caught 
between incompatible discourses and incompatible publics, it’s relation to ongoing developments 
in late modernist and postmodernist art largely irrelevant to its value for antiwar activists, and 
that political value unintelligible within major current discourses on contemporaneous art. It is 
just this kind of antagonism between publics that Rosler would work within in Garage Sale, but, 
Peace Tower did not embrace this internal contradiction so much as serve as a way of shielding 
                                                
consciousness of today.” Despite this assessment, Leider was not able to find a way to bring the tower 
into Artforum’s coverage of the ‘socially conscious’ art worlds of the 1960s. 
70 Amy Newman, Challenging Art: Artforum 1962-1974 (New York, N.Y.: Soho Press, 2003). 300 
71 Ibid. 
72 Therese Schwarz, “The Politicization of the Avant-Garde,” Art In America, November 1971. 
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its contributors from it. The aggregate structure of the work functioned as a kind of firewall, 
allowing artists to participate without having to negotiate between the demands of the various 
publics their contributions would be addressing.   
 
 
17. Collage of Indignation (detail), 1967 
 
The Angry Arts Week, organized by the AWP and held from January 29th to February 4
th
 
the following year, was a similar response to many of the same contradictions. Kozloff’s 
previously cited 1967 essay in The Nation was ostensibly a review of the event. Like the Peace 
Tower, the Collage garnered significant coverage in newspapers around the world and attracted 
thousands of visitors in its first weekend.73 Although Angry Arts was a more disparate project 
than Peace Tower encompassing performances, exhibitions and talks, it centered on the 
exhibition of a collaborative piece, Collage of Indignation (1967). The Collage, like Peace 
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Tower, was a collective project, a 120ft long series of panels filled with drawings, prints, 
photographs and paintings. Filled with violent, often sexual images, like “phalluses colored in as 
American flags,” straightforward declarations, like the group Black Mask simply writing 
“REVOLUTION,” and a few subtler, more humorous or more ambivalent gestures, like James 
Rosenquist’s snarl of brilliantly clean barbed wire, the Collage spanned the length of the Loeb 
Student Gallery at New York University. It was this piece that Kozloff focused on. Despite 
having co-written the original call for submissions for Angry Arts, Kozloff was not convinced by 
the end product. Saying the combined effect of the piece “might charitably be described as a 
nasty degraded Expressionism, long ago discredited as an atavism in the history of American 
art,”  the collage, he argued, evidenced a failure of imagination cloaking the artist’s “sincere 
feelings of disgust in borrowed rags.74” Even those that lauded the exhibition characterized it in 
similar terms. Rudolf Baranik, a participating artist, praised the Collage’s “immediacy and 
strident insistence…drawn in clichés and deliberate vulgarity.”75 Another participating artist, 
Leon Golub, whose own work often treated the violence of war, argued, “[the Collage] is not 
political art, but rather a popular expression of popular revulsion. Artists came to demonstrate 
their fury and shame. There is refined and subtle protest on the Collage, but essentially the work 
is angry— against the war, against the bombing, against President Johnson, etc. The Collage is 
gross, vulgar, clumsy, ugly!”76 In each of these reactions the Collage is seen as without taste, 
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cited in Frascina, Art, Politics and Dissent. 116 
76 Leon Golub, “The Artist as an Angry Artist,” Arts Magazine, April 1967. 8 
 
115 
subtlety or intellectual sophistication. Instead, it is popular, atavistic, degraded, cliché, or, in 
other words, kitsch. For Baranik and Golub there seems to be an advantage in this rejection of 
aesthetic sophistication, and by extension, the logic of both the modernism of Fried or Greenberg 
and its recent self-critical discontents. When Golub states that the work is “not political art,” it is 
not because it is not political but that, in some sense, it is not art but an immediate manifestation 
of “popular revulsion.” The implication is that in order to speak in the language of a “popular” 
public art must become kitsch, vulgar. Kozloff points to a few contributions to the Collage, like 
James Rosenquist’s barbed wire, that he argues rise above the rest to qualify as “ambitious art.”77 
However, he is quick to explain that such gestures are “too sophisticated to produce any 
alteration in the body politic.”78 The notion of art, at least “ambitious” art, as a means of political 
action becomes a contradiction in terms. The conditions of art’s relevance as art being 
synonymous with its political irrelevance. It is again this double bind, which, for Kozloff, 
required that artists and critics “rethink the nature of [their] role.”79  
The Collage and the Tower did not so much work through this double bind, as provide 
ways for artists to participate without having to address it. This was not simply because they 
were collective gestures, but because of the particular kind of relationship created between the 
individual contributors and the aggregate product. Both were based on requests for work with 
little direction given beyond the format and an optional expression of a shared antiwar sentiment. 
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Participation itself was sufficient to render the work ‘antiwar,’ without regard to the choices 
made by the contributors as to how to express, or not, this shared sentiment. This approach 
allowed for eclectic collections in which the “vulgar” could sit beside the “ambitious” with no 
choice made between the two.  Taken in the aggregate both projects were aptly described by 
Sontag’s description of the Tower, big things “to stand here, to remind other people that we feel 
the way that we do.”80 They were monuments to the commitment of the participating artists. The 
two projects functioned as statements of discontent, rather than attempts to investigate the 
specifics of the war or speak intelligibly within the emergent publics of the antiwar movement.    
Between 1965 and 1968, Rosler was among the few artists and collectives who went 
beyond thematic treatment of the war and participation in these aggregate statements to try to 
both grapple with these specifics and treat the protesting crowd as their public.81 Her 
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81 Although her work did not specifically address itself to publics emerging in and around protest against 
the war, Carolee Schneeman is worth particular note.  In 1967 she produced a series of works that 
addressed the war and its existence as an increasingly ever present media environment within which 
Americans lived. Perhaps the most important of which was Snows. Performed as part of Angry Arts Week 
extended program, it incorporated a film made up of appropriated images of the war in Vietnam projected 
onto a sculptural environment, along with a simultaneous performance by Schneeman and others. The 
pace of the images, which dictated the pace of the performers actions, was dictated by sensors placed 
throughout the audience that responded to the motion of the spectators.  
 Rosler and Schneeman shared a commitment to treating the war through its existence as a media 
event. While Schneeman focused on the ways in which a performance could mirror the mediated 
relationships between a distant event and the shared affect of a viewing public, Rosler, as will be 
discussed below, turned towards an analysis of the discursive frames that ordered the American public’s 
view onto the war, its participants and its victims. 
 Street theater groups, in particular the Bread and Puppet Theater, also proliferated during this 
time, and offer another model of cultural creation in and through the protesting crowd. Bread and Puppet, 
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photomontages moved away from expressions of outrage towards a description of the war and its 
relationship towards a distant public in the United States. Rosler did not escape the 
contradictions apparent in contemporaneous attempts to create art as part of the antiwar 
movement, with her more political work kept at a remove from her other art. However, within 
this work there was an attempt to pull the strategies of the historical and neo-avant-gardes into a 
practice that functioned within a public formed in protest, on the streets and within the antiwar 
movement.  Rather than a “big thing” to stand above the crowd, Rosler’s works were, in her 








                                                
for example, developed pieces that were performed at protests and attempted to expand upon the issues 
central to the actions in which they were set.  
 Although not primarily involved in the antiwar movement, other contemporaneous groups like Up 
Against the Wall Motherfuckers/Black Mask, the Diggers and the Chicago Surrealists established 
practices that, existed largely within activist publics, while occasionally making contact with the art 
world.  
For more on Black Mask see Gavin Grindon’s excellent, recent article: 
Gavin Grindon, “Poetry Written in Gasoline: Black Mask and Up Against the Wall Motherfucker,” Art 











When Rosler first began making her photomontages they were not addressed to a public 
outside the walls of her apartment, and their complex structures required the unhurried viewing 
made possible by this quiet, private space. Greetings (1965), Rosler’s first photomontage, since 
lost, was a panoply of news images of politicians greeting one another. An all-over field, largely 
of heads, it had no clear compositional center, nor was its commentary on its subjects 
immediately evident.82 Another early montage, Medical Surveillance (1967), whose 
concatenation of medical devices, eyes and observing doctors foreshadows her later exploration 
of medicine and biopower in works like Vital Statistics of a Citizen Simply Obtained 
(1973/1977), follows similar compositional principles. Rosler has often said that she was looking 
at the work of Max Ernst, Pop painter James Rosenquist, and, in particular, the work of Bay Area 
artist Jess. Dadaist and Soviet avant-garde photomontage was not yet widely known in the U.S., 
                                                
82 Her second photomontage titled either International Style or International City (1965) was also lost. It 
collects a series of aerial views of cities from around the world, and, according to Rosler, was a work 
about the global spread of the International style of architecture. 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
 
119 
and Rosler claims to have had little exposure to artists like Hannah Hoch, John Heartfield or El 
Lissitzky prior to her time at UCSD.83 Her early pieces are most clearly connected with Jess’ 
photomontages in the 1950s and 1960s, with elements flowing across the picture plane in 
rhythmically spaced clusters with no unifying illusion of space. In Jess’ work, however, the 
content of the various elements flows as freely as the composition, moving like associative 
thought from one image fragment to the next. Greetings and Medical Surveillance use the same 
profusion of clustered elements to dwell with an obsessive focus on their chosen subject. In the 
later Medical Surveillance, these elements function as a map of the production of medical 
knowledge. The various image fragments are arranged in an arc fanning out from the lower left-
hand corner, where a close-up photograph of an eye is shown hanging from metal clips, to 
groups of medical personnel engaged in various tasks framed by a corona of lights and 
instruments, and finally in the upper right-hand corner a crowd of spectators in theater seats. The 
composition is arranged like a cone of vision extending from the eye, but the subject-object 
relationship is inverted. The eye becomes, not the origin of vision, but that which is produced 
through technologically assisted measurement. In Medical Surveillance compositional 
relationships become a description of “the body” as product, rather than preexisting object of, 
“the medical gaze.”84  Although the content was not directly related to the Vietnam War, Medical 
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reproduction of one of her works in a magazine, which she found intriguing but too indistinct to provide a 
model for her own work. 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
84 The “medical gaze” (regard médical) was a term used by Michel Foucault in The Birth of the Clinic 
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until 1973. Rosler has said that even by the time she created Vital Statistics in 1977, she was not aware of 
 
120 
Surveillance sees Rosler begin to develop a descriptive, realist impulse in her montage, 
articulating an argument on a subject exterior to the artwork itself and allowing its formal 
choices to be determined by the necessities of that argument.  
Around the time she completed Medical Surveillance in 1967, she began making the 
photomontages that became the two extended series she would later title, Body Beautiful, or 
Beauty Knows No Pain and Bringing the War Home. Although for clarity I will refer to both 
these series and the individual works by their current titles, it is important to note that Rosler did 
not title the works or organize them into titled series until, at the earliest, the mid-1970s.85 In 
fact, the slogan “bring the war home” was only popularized in 1969 as part of SDS’s “Days of 
Rage” protest actions in Chicago.86 The works in Body Beautiful, or Beauty Knows No Pain, 
which will be discussed further in the fourth chapter, drew from fashion photography and 
pornography to explore the status of the female body as spectacle. Bringing the War Home, 
which drew heavily on advertising, interior design and photojournalistic photography in LIFE 
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magazine and publications like Good Housekeeping, was Rosler’s first sustained treatment of the 
Vietnam War.  
 
 
18. Martha Rosler, Red Stripe Kitchen, 1967-1972 
 
In the first Bringing the War Home works, the proliferation of elements and all-over 
compositions gives way to combinations of a small number of images. Unlike her earliest 
montages, these works are most often constructed according to the illusionistic space of one of 
the appropriated images. In Red Stripe Kitchen, for example, a photograph of a modern white 
kitchen, framed so that the clean lines of appliances and cabinetry converge on a single vanishing 
point, provides the spatial structure. Two American soldiers, bent over, apparently sweeping for 
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mines, stand in two doorways opposite the viewer, their feet seeming to rest on the receding grid 
of the floor tiles. The soldiers and the kitchen, the seamless domestic environment and the distant 
war, are not simply juxtaposed but fused into a single, imaginary space. Similarly, in Balloons a 
Vietnamese woman seems to carry a bloodied, infant child up the stairs of a clean, white duplex 
apartment. Their bodies placed convincingly between the stairs’ bannister and the opposing wall. 
Whereas Medical Surveillance describes its subject as a kind of chart, here the viewer is 
presented with a scene. Rather than proposing connections looked at as a diagram, these works 
imagine those connections as an event into which viewers could project themselves. The viewer 
is not required to find the commonality between disjunctive elements, but rather discover the 
discontinuities within what, at first appears to be a single photographic image. There are a few 
exceptions to this technique within Bringing the War Home series, including several works like 
Make-Up/Hands Up, Scatter, and Playboy (On View), which partially or totally abandon this 
coherent illusionistic space. Although none of these images are officially dated, Rosler has 
confirmed that these were nearly all done later, after her move to Southern California.87 Looking 
at the other images in the series, roughly dateable to the years between 1967 and 1970, which 
mark the beginning of the Bringing the War Home, we see a move towards the appearance of a 
single photographic space. In tracing this movement, we find Rosler transforming her work in 
response to the perceived demands of the new publics to which it would be addressed.  
Unlike her first pieces, these were not made as unique images displayed only in the 
private space of her apartment. Instead, as mentioned above, Rosler photographed the original, 
handmade montage, which she did not consider to be a completed work in and of itself. She then 
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copied the resulting photograph on a black and white Xerox machine, and took those copies with 
her when she attended protests, only giving them out at marches and demonstrations where 
participants would, at some point, be in motion or otherwise taking action, rather than static 
gatherings like speeches or meetings.88 Rosler recalls a conversation she had with Eleanor Antin 
around 1967 in which she decided that she  “wanted rational space, especially if these are going 
to be these little things that you hand out, I don’t want them to be this jumble of Surrealist 
images. I wanted them to be quickly intelligible. One thought. Two things colliding, that’s 
enough.”89 In contrast to her earlier disjunctive, diagrammatic works, the unified space of an 
apparently straight photograph provided for quick intelligibility to nearly any potential viewer in 
a society pervaded by mass media’s use of photographic imagery. It was a way of speaking 
within the language of the magazines from which her images were drawn, and by extension 
speaking intelligibly to readers of those magazines. Her formal decisions developed out of her 
conception of the viewing environment within a protest and the representational languages 
shared by the members of a protesting crowd.  
Rosler’s choice to hand her work out at protests was not the result of her own artistic 
invention of a novel method of distribution, but a way of making art within existing media 
networks of the antiwar movement. It was a gesture that paralleled contemporaneous attempts by 
Minimalist, post-Minimalist and Conceptual artists to produce work in and through various 
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Diego. Even then, they were not distributed as frequently as the work in Bringing the War Home.  




forms of mediation. Between 1965 and 1969, experiments by artists like Douglas Huebler, 
Lawrence Weiner and, in particular, Dan Graham, created work that existed only within various 
mediations without reference to a unique original object.90 For example, Graham’s 1966 Schema, 
discussed in the previous chapter, along with Scheme (1965), Homes for America (1966-1967) 
and Figurative (1967) existed only as texts and images published in various magazines. Graham 
removed the notion of an original and, as Alexander Alberro puts it, “inscribe[d] the work itself 
within the channels in which it would inevitably be received.”91 Rosler’s photomontages were 
similarly created as copies without an original, which existed only through their networks of 
distribution and mediation.92 For Graham this was, to use Foster’s terms, a “specific and 
deconstructive” analysis of the necessary conditions of a work’s existence within the prevailing 
                                                
90 Along with other Conceptualists like Sol Lewitt, Mel Bochner and Joseph Kosuth, one could perhaps 
also add to this list Minimalist artists like Dan Flavin and Carl Andre whose works were made up of 
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but merely one iteration of a repeatable set of instructions. For these artists, therefore, the work’s physical 
existence is a form of mediation, rather than its unique presence. The work is always already split, other 
than itself. 
91 Alberro also discusses at length the art dealer Seth Siegelaub’s adaptation to and encouragement of this 
concept of the work as a reproduction without original. Siegelaub characterized this as the treatment of 
what was formally mere “secondary information,” supplements for an absent object, as “primary 
information,” something which constitutes the work itself. Alberro also deals with Graham’s Schema in 
greater detail in his 2004 essay on the work “Content, Context and Conceptual Art: Dan Graham’s 
Schema.” 
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92 This is also one of the many echoes between Rosler’s photomontage and John Heartfield’s work in the 
1920s and 1930s. Rosler. During this period, Heartfield produced his montages for publication and 
considered their published form to be the work itself. 
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institutions of the art world. They assert that appearance within the media of the art world was 
not a secondary effect of the production of art, but an inherent part of it. Rosler’s Xeroxed 
photomontages similarly assert mediation as constitutive rather than secondary, but substitutes 
the art world press for the publications of the New Left.93 Rosler is reframing the question of 
art’s ‘significance’ in the face of the crisis in Vietnam. Rather than asking whether her work 
could in and of itself provoke social change, or finding the politics implicit within “art’s self-
referential examination,” she is addressing herself to the emerging publics that have congealed 
around already existing activist responses to this crisis.94  
 
                                                
93 One might object that Rosler’s works, as images, were fundamentally different than some of Graham’s 
works, like Schema, or Wiener’s conceptual pieces which had not only had no original object but no 
single set appearance, only existing as a set of instructions to be carried out by the publication. Although 
this is an important difference between their work and Rosler’s, it does not discount their parallel denial 
of an original object and immersion of their work within in its own mediations. Rosler’s work consists of 
a reproduced image, rather than a set of instructions, but that image nonetheless only exists through that 
reproduction. 




19. East Village Other, Vol. 2, No. 4, Jan-Feb 1967 
 
There was an explosion of underground publishing from the early to mid 1960s. As the 
journalist Walter Crowley wrote, by 1966 underground newspapers were “popping up…like 
mushrooms in a spring rain.”95 In New York, for example, older independent papers like Village 
Voice, the Realist and Dissent were joined by a multitude of new publications like the East 
Village Other and the Rat. Newssheets, bulletins, pamphlets and posters were critical to the 
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organizing efforts of groups like SDS. Tabling sites were often set up before marches where all 
of these various publications were distributed; Rosler frequently dropped her photomontages off 
at such sites.96 The circulation of all of these texts established an international public united in 
opposition to the war. “Every underground paper I ever went to,” Village Voice and East Village 
Other co-founder John Wilcock later noted, “believed in two things: they wanted to end the war 
in Vietnam and legalize marijuana.”97 Through networks like UPS (Underground Press 
Syndicate), these locally produced papers made their way around the country and the world. The 
same was true for the multitude of publications put out by SDS. Former SDS member 
Kirkpatrick Sale wrote in the first sentences of his memoir of the period, that the multilith 
machine was “the organization’s proudest symbol of becomingness,” churning out “broadsheets 
and announcements far into the night.” A journalist visiting SDS’ national office in Chicago in 
1966 noted a picture of a mimeograph machine taped to the wall with the caption “Our Founder” 
written below.98 The circulation of the publications churned out by these machines, and those of 
other New Left groups, allowed a new national public to cohere. They were not simply addressed 
to the new activist publics of the late 1960s, but helped produced them. Michael Warner has 
defined a public as “a space of discourse organized by nothing other than discourse itself,” 
something that exists “by virtue of being addressed” by a set of texts.99 A public, Warner argues, 
does not exist as a given, quantifiable group of people to which texts might be addressed, but 
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emerges through the circulation of texts between its members, and through their shared self-
understanding as the addressees of those texts. Following Warner’s definition, Sale’s statement 
and the text on the wall of SDS’ office were not merely metaphor or hyperbole. The mimeograph 
machine and its products allowed for the circulation of texts and the consequent production of 
publics that connected otherwise isolated economic, social and geographic groups. These 
pamphlets and newsletters turned the “middle-aged businessmen in dark suits, housewives in 
dresses and nylons, bespectacled high school science teachers, and doctors in long white coats,” 
as well as the “youth,” into their new publics.100 Protests functioned as distribution hubs for this 
vast print culture. Although newsletters and pamphlets were mailed out, they were just as often 
handed out or picked up at marches and speeches. Rosler remembers the ubiquitous tabling sites 
that cropped up before each protest, individuals and organizations who laid out their collection of 
publications.101 She often left copies of her work there, before taking the rest with her to hand 
out during whatever protest action was planned. In these ways they entered into the flows of 
texts that constituted the public they addressed, and in turn became another one of those texts.  
As mentioned above, Rosler considered these works to be something other than “art,” and 
refused to exhibit of publish them in any art world context until decades later. If one accepts the 
premise that a work’s mediation is constitutive of its existence as “art,” then Rosler is, in some 
sense, correct. At least insofar as “art” is defined by circulation within the institutions and 
publications of the commercial art world, the photomontages that make up Bringing the War 
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Home exist outside of that definition.102 If “art in 1967 was safely ensconced in its own world,” 
Rosler’s responds to this disconnection between the art world and the antiwar movement by 
submerging her work in the sites and organizations of the latter, rather than the former.103 This 
shifted the problem of producing “political” art from a conflict between intellectually and 
aesthetically “ambitious” art and mere propaganda, to a concrete question of addressing one set 
of publics or another. It shifts the evaluation of her work from an abstract question of political 
“effectiveness,” to a question of intelligibility within a particular discourse. Rather than asking, 
as Kozloff does, whether art “can produce any alteration in the body politic,” Rosler’s 
photomontages attempt to speak within a public already formed in protest.104 In doing so, she 
also recognizes the antiwar movement, and the counter-culture of the New Left more generally, 
as a public distinct from the national “body politic,” with a discourse of its own, that is not 
simply a reflection of a hegemonic mass media. Therefore, it is necessary to consider Rosler’s 
work through a closer look at the antiwar print culture in which it existed, and the ideas that 
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Readings of the works in the Bringing the War Home series to date have done little more 
than mention their earliest instantiation as antiwar flyers, most often focusing on their much later 
incarnation as gallery-bound prints, even if only implicitly by bracketing their analyses towards a 
formal and iconographic readings of the later color prints. Insofar, as the series is connected to 
the antiwar movement, it is most often discussed as a way of juxtaposing worlds whose 
separation was critical to the American public’s tolerance of the Vietnam War. Laura Cottingham, 
in the catalogue for the the first gallery exhibition of the series in 1991, argued that the 
photomontages “re-connect two sides of human experience…that have been falsely 
separated.”105 In a review of that exhibition in Art In America, Brian Wallis wrote that the 
montages produce a “startling juxtaposition,” which “brings two different political realities 
together but also suggests that they might be linked in ways that are not immediately 
discernible.”106 Sixteen years later, the philosopher Jacques Rancière described Rosler’s work, in 
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very similar terms, as a dialectical condemnation of “American happiness” through its 
dependence upon the misery of those living through the war in Vietnam.107 For Rancière, it 
represents a form of collage that “brings to light the hidden link between two apparently foreign 
worlds.”108 In all of these readings, the connection between these two “foreign worlds” is 
“hidden” or indiscernible, and establishing such a connection, in and of itself, constitutes a 
critique of the war. Yet the connection between the war and domestic “happiness” was not 
obscure to either those who supported or opposed it. It was the nature of that connection that was 
at stake in the political struggles around the war, and by extension in the images that make up 
Bringing the War Home. 
The safety, security and “happiness” of not only Americans but the world, and the 
unfortunate necessity of the war in Vietnam were already intertwined within the Cold War logic 
of those who were advocating for its necessity. President Lyndon B. Johnson repeatedly 
articulated this connection. In one of his first speeches to address the war in 1965, he argued that 
the war was necessary “if we are to live in a world where every country can shape its own 
destiny,” because “only in such a world will our freedom by finally secure.”109 Johnson repeated 
the same themes in a 1967 speech to the National Legislative Conference, arguing that the war 
was a fight against “Communism” and for the “self-determination [of] all people” and the “peace 
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and security of the entire world.”110 For Johnson, and many other supporters of the war, it was 
precisely the need to preserve the tranquility and prosperity in the U.S. and around the world that 
justified the violence in Vietnam. These “two sides of the human experience” were not 
disconnected, they were united within a vision of the world where “peace and security” 
necessitated loss of lives in Vietnam. 
Ten days after Johnson’s 1965 speech, SDS president Paul Potter offered a very different 
conception of the relation between the war in Vietnam and “peace and security” in a speech 
given at the first major antiwar march in Washington D.C. “The freedom to conduct war depends 
on the dehumanization not only of the Vietnamese people but of Americans as well,” Potter said, 
“it depends on the construction of a system of premises that insulates the President and his 
advisors thoroughly and completely from the human consequences of the decisions they 
make.”111 Potter argued that the war could only be defended by excluding both its Vietnamese 
victims, and those American soldiers forced to die in the conflict from the right to “peace and 
security” it offered those safe at home in the U.S. What in Johnson’s speech is framed as the 
sacrifice of a few for the safety of all, is understood by Potter as a choice to benefit the 
“freedom” and power of some without regard to the lives of others. Potter asked what would be 
left to the “Vietnamese people” after this war. “What part of themselves and their own lives will 
                                                
110 Lyndon B. Johnson, “The President’s Address on Vietnam Before the National Legislative 
Conference” (speech, National Legislative Conference, September 29, 1967), 
http://www.lbjlibrary.org/exhibits/the-presidents-address-on-vietnam-before-the-national-legislative-
conferenc. 
111 Paul Potter, “Speech to the April 17, 1965 March on Washington,” in The Sixties Papers: Documents 
of a Rebellious Decade (New York: Praeger, 1984), 218–25. 222 
 
133 
those who survive be able to salvage from the wreckage of their country or build on the ‘peace’ 
and ‘security’ our Great Society offers in reward for their allegiance?”112 Alluding directly to 
Johnson’s earlier speech and the president’s Great Society, an ongoing series of programs 
including the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, Potter suggests that the 
war necessarily excludes the Vietnamese people from the “peace and security” it purported to 
offer the world.  Marcuse, in a November, 1965 address at Syracuse University later republished 
in 1966 as “The Individual in the Great Society,” went further than Potter, suggesting that the 
particular form of repression endemic to capitalist society in the U.S. required an “Enemy” to 
serve as an outlet for its aggression. It is a society, Marcuse claims, which “delivers the goods 
that raise the standard of living,” epitomized by the domestic fantasies that appear in Rosler’s 
montages, while still requiring its members to labor for others, “spending physical and mental 
energy in the struggle for existence, status, advantage.”113 In such a society, an “Enemy” is 
required so that aggression can be channeled outwards, rather than against a system that can no 
longer justify the alienation of its subjects.114 All those who are not included within this society 
are implicitly identified as this Enemy, “semi-colonial, and formerly colonial peoples, backward 
peoples, have-nots, whether Communist or not.”115 This is an inversion of Johnson’s 
                                                
112 Ibid. 220 
113 Herbert Marcuse, “The Individual in the Great Society,” in Towards a Critical Theory of Society: 
Collected Papers of Herbert Marcuse, Volume 2, ed. Douglas Kellner (London; New York: Routledge, 
2001), 59–80. 65 
114 In Marcuse’s words, “the Enemy is not one factor among others, not a contingency which the 
evaluation of the Great Society can ignore or to which it can refer in passing. The Enemy is a determining 





characterization of the war, rather than a sacrifice for the defense of “peace and security,” it is a 
necessary violence abroad in order to maintain a repressive system at home. For both Potter and 
Marcuse, it is not simply that life in the U.S. was dependent on violence abroad, but that this 
violence could not be justified without the “dehumanization” of its victims. In attempting to 
articulate these arguments to broad sections of the American public, the challenge for the 
movement was not merely to establish a connection between “here” and “there,” but to 
demonstrate that the logic of the war necessarily excluded those unfortunate enough to be “there” 
from any consideration.  
It is impossible to adequately summarize the multitude of ways that images were 
deployed within the print culture of the antiwar movement in pursuit of this goal, however, 
Rosler’s work inserted itself into one important subsection of these efforts, the use of 
photographic images of those living and fighting in Vietnam during the war. From the earliest 
protests of the mid-1960s onwards, photographs were incorporated into placards and pamphlets. 
In deploying these images, antiwar activists had to compete within a media environment already 
saturated with coverage of the war. It is by now a truism that the war in Vietnam was, at the time, 
the most extensively documented war in history. Famously dubbed the “living-room war” by 
Michael Arlen in 1966,  it was a near constant fixture of the evening news between 1965 and the 
early 1970s.116  Over the same period it was covered almost daily by every major newspaper in 
the US, with extensive photo-essays appearing in popular magazines like LIFE and Time 
regularly. The photographic imagery used by antiwar activists threw itself into this flood of 
images and attempted to somehow become visible within it.  
                                                





20. Donna Allen and Al Uhrie, What Wrong With the War in Vietnam? (detail), ca. 1967-1968 
 
This newly pervasive coverage presented a conundrum, while making the war visible it 
also, many argued, allowed it to exist as a comfortably distant image that made no claim on the 
responsibility, or even emotions, of the viewer. Arlen, in the same 1966 article in which he 
coined the term “living room war,” laid out a version of this argument: 
 
“I don’t for a moment suggest that the networks should stop showing film of men in 
combat- although I can’t say I completely agree with people who think that when battle 
scenes are brought into the living room the hazards of the war are necessarily made ‘real’ 
to the civilian audience. It seems to me that by the same process they are also made less 
‘real’ — diminished, in part, by the physical size of the television screen, which for all 
the industry’s advances, still shows one a picture of men three inches tall shooting at 
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other men three inches tall, and trivialized, or at least tamed, by the enveloping cozy 
alarums of the household.”117   
 
Allen Ginsberg echoed these sentiments in several lines from his 1968 antiwar poem 
“Wichita Vortex Sutra,” asking, “Has anyone looked in the eyes of the wounded? / Have we seen 
but paper faces, Life Magazine? / Are screaming faces made of dots, / electric dots on 
Television— / fuzzy decibels registering / the mammal voiced howl / from the outskirts of 
Saigon to console model picture tubes.” For Arlen and Ginsberg, the coverage of the war itself 
constituted a form of “dehumanization,” more firmly dividing “here” and “there” for the 
American viewer between life and mere spectacle. Framed in these terms, the use of 
photographic imagery by those opposed to the war had to find a way to be somehow more ‘real,’ 
more authentically, ethically present than each night’s regularly scheduled programming. Yet, at 
the same time, such a technique runs the risk of being self-defeating, merely replicating the 
spectacle of the war. The most prevalent strategy was the use of extraordinarily graphic images 
of injury and violence, more gruesome than those regularly available in mainstream news outlets. 
This practice increased significantly with the revelation of the U.S. military’s use of napalm in 
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1966.118 Images, particularly of young children burned by napalm, appear on innumerable flyers 
from 1966 onward. In order to heighten their affective power, they were often accompanied by 
other images and captions meant to further emphasize their horror. Jeff Schlanger’s Would You 
Burn a Child? (ca. 1968) poster was one of the most widely used examples of this strategy.119  
The poster is made up of two photographs, one above the other, each with text captions. The top 
photograph depicts a small, white child’s hand raised just above a light being held by an older, 
white man in a suit. The bottom photograph shows a Vietnamese woman cradling a small child 
who has been badly burned, presumably by napalm. The text below the first image reads 
“WOULD YOU BURN A CHILD?,” and below the lower image, “WHEN NECESSARY.” The 
upper image acts as a supplement to the lower image, attempting to undo its existence as distant 
spectacle, and instill an emotional and ethical charge to the image of the mother and child by 
analogizing it with an ostensibly more familiar image of a small white child. The poster rests on 
the assumption that the viewer more easily identifies with the white child, and attempts to extend 
that identification to the lower half of the image. Other examples are less complex, most often 
pairing images of injured bodies with short captions on what caused the injury, and civilian 
casualty statistics. They all, however, depend upon the assumed affective force of a photographic 
trace of violence, and a correlation between that force and the production of political 
consciousness. Rosler had little tolerance for such tactics, later saying that they were “pretty 
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much anathema to me,” and arguing that they substituted an emotional experience of “pity” for 
any engagement with politics.120 She was not alone. 
 
21. Anonymous, antiwar flyer, ca. 1969 
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There was substantial skepticism towards the effectiveness of this tactic. Peter Schumann, 
who founded the protest performance troupe Bread and Puppet Theater, observed in a 1968 
interview how images used carelessly in protests often appeared to provoke no more political 
responsibility than their equivalents in the mainstream media, “Just look at the Peace Marches. 
Hippies happily singing while carrying photos of burnt children. People running around with 
coffee and sandwiches. But carrying pictures of burnt children is something very hard to do, 
something very heavy. And unless you know that you don’t get your message across.”121 
Towards the end of the war, in her seminal 1973 essay “Photography,” Susan Sontag argued that 
such attempts to use photographic imagery of violence to produce any form of political 
consciousness were fundamentally wrongheaded. Photographs, Sontag argued were not catalysts 
for shifts in political consensus, rather, they occasionally produce shock, but only as a fleeting 
emotion rather than an impetus to sustained action. Writing at a time of near universal opposition 
to the war in the United States, Sontag argued that it was not images that incited such opposition, 
but the existence of that opposition that allowed such images to exist. Americans had access “to 
photographs of the sufferings of the Vietnamese because journalists felt backed in their efforts to 
get those photographs.”122 Photographs require an interpretive frame in order to serve a political 
function, or indeed, any clear documentary function.  
 
“If an event is now defined as something worth photographing, it is still ideology (in the 
broadest sense) that tells us what constitutes an event. And it is never photographic 
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evidence which can construct- more properly invent -events. Without a politics 
photographs of the slaughter-bench of history are not identifiable as such.”123 
 
For Sontag, a photograph is merely an empty signifier whose content is supplied by the 
interpretive frame in which it exists. Under her logic, photographs have no active role to play in 
political struggle, they are merely a conduit, and, at most, an amplifier for the ideologies that 
pass through them.  
 
 
22. Jeff Schlanger, Would You Burn a Child?, ca. 1968 





The photomontages in Bringing the War Home neither depend on the sheer power of 
photographic revelation, nor do they give in to Sontag’s pessimism towards the photograph’s 
ability to intervene in political debate. Both notions are premised on a conception of the 
photographic image as something that exists prior to its interpellation within any given discourse, 
as a “message without a code” in Roland Barthes terms, whose meaning is grounded in a 
necessarily relationship with the phenomena it captures.124 In Rosler’s work photographs are not 
treated primarily as indexical traces of some prior event, but fragments of various discursive 
constructions of the world. Rosler did not attempt to pierce a ‘false’ representation of war with 
something hidden and more ‘real,’ nor did she abandon the photographic image in favor of 
narrative exposition. Instead, she considered the logic of the mass media presentation of the war 
and founds ways to dismantle and reorder it. It was an approach, in some ways, reminiscent of 
1920s and 1930s Dada montage, particularly that of Heartfield. Rosler, however, was more 
directly indebted to Pop and Neo-Dada, than the montage of the historical avant-garde, which, as 
mentioned above, she was barely aware of at the time. She was “thunderstruck” by Pop art, 
which first pointed her “toward the direct use of mass-culture imagery.”125 From Robert 
Rauschenberg to Andy Warhol, Pop and Neo-Dada turned towards a treatment of representation 
as a form of appropriation of visual signs, rather than a direct depiction of the phenomenal world. 
It was a paradigm shift that began in the 1950s work of artists like Rauschenberg and Jasper 
Johns and was extended by Pop artists like Rosenquist, Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein in the 
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1960s. As Leo Steinberg argued, under this new paradigm the picture no longer opened onto a 
view of the world itself, but is rather conceived of as “the image of an image. It is a conception 
which guarantees that the presentation will not be directly of a worldspace, and that it will 
nevertheless admit any experience as a matter of representation.”126 The picture is not an image 
of a “prior optical experience,” but rather a space of inscription for signs of any kind.127  Rosler 
did not present the viewer with a purportedly direct image of either war or domestic life, she 
engineered a new set of relations between mass media fragments. If pamphlets depicting the 
results of napalm bombing relied on the sheer affective force of an indexical trace of trauma, 
Rosler was more interested in reimagining the discursive frames within which any such image 
must appear.  
Unlike many of her Pop and Neo-Dada precedents, however, she placed the various 
elements of her photomontages within a recreation of the unified space of a straight photographic 
image.128 Rosler’s reconstruction of the appearance of straight photography through montage 
                                                
126 Leo Steinberg, “Other Criteria,” in Other Criteria: Confrontations with Twentieth-Century Art 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972), 55–91.91 
127 Steinberg famously described such a picture as having a “flatbed picture plane,” which functioned like 
a “receptor surface on which objects are scattered, on which data is entered, on which information may be 
received, printed, impressed- whether coherently or in confusion.” Although Steinberg was discussing a 
shift in painting, as he himself acknowledges, it was a reconceptualization of the image that extends far 
beyond a single medium, and, indeed, troubles the very concept of a medium. 
Steinberg, “Other Criteria.” 84 
128 One of the closest precedents for Rosler’s use of photomontage, was Richard Hamilton’s Just what is it 
that makes today's homes so different, so appealing? (1956) an important early Pop montage, originally 
created to be the cover of the exhibition catalogue for the This Is Tomorrow exhibition at the Whitechapel 
Art Gallery. The work, which like Rosler’s montages draws its elements from mass market publications 
including LIFE magazine, shows a male body builder and a scantily clad woman posing in a modern 
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echoed the use of the technique in advertising. Montage had been prevalent in advertising in the 
United States for decades, but, as Sally Stein has argued, its adoption required that the inherent 
disruption of the technique “be followed by restabilization.”129 The distinct elements unified 
within a “naturalistic illusion.”130 Rather than working directly against this technique, Rosler 
uses it to imagine an impossible occurrence. As Sylvia Eiblmayr has observed, “formally 
speaking, [Rosler] is not fabricating an ‘anti-pop’ image but one that is very near, perhaps too 
near, to the ‘normal’ fiction of the media.”131 This served two interconnected purposes. First, as 
mentioned above, it allowed for the photomontages to be “quickly intelligible,” and framed 
within a language familiar to anyone acquainted with mass media imagery. Secondly, it was 
critical to Rosler’s reordering of the relations between the images she uses. She was not simply 
juxtaposing “here” and “there,” she was creating an image in which the two existed a single 
                                                
living room filled with the accoutrements of then contemporary life. As John-Paul Stonard has argued, the 
work “has become an emblem of the Age of Boom,” as well as “a manifesto” for Pop art in Britain and 
beyond. Rosler’s work shares an interest with Hamilton’s in the use of montage to present elements of the 
complex network of mass media that determine post-war everyday life. Hamilton’s work also remains 
relatively true to a conventional depiction of illusionistic space. However, in Hamilton’s work a profusion 
of elements range around the canvas in ways that blur the line between spatial representation and 
diagrammatic catalogue, unlike Rosler’s simple, much more strictly illusionistic compositions.  
John-Paul Stonard, “Pop in the Age of Boom: Richard Hamilton’s ‘Just What Is It That Makes Today’s 
Homes so Different, so Appealing?’,” The Burlington Magazine 149, no. 1254 (2007): 607–20. 607 
129 Sally Stein, ed., “‘Good Fences Make Good Neighbors’: American Resistance to Photomontage 
Between the Wars,” in Montage and Modern Life: 1919-1942 (Cambridge, Mass.: Boston: The MIT 
Press, 1992), 128–89. 141 
130 Ibid. 144 
131 Sylvia Eiblmayr, “Martha Rosler’s Characters,” in Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life World 
(Birmingham, England; Vienna, Austria; Cambridge, Mass.: Ikon Gallery; Generali Foundation; MIT 
Press, 1998), 153–65. 158 
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place. The works in Bringing the War Home imagine a common space in which “here” and 
“there” intersect producing an uncanny site held in tension between these two locations. This is 
not just presented using elements drawn from mass media images, but in a language vanishingly 
close to, and thus readable as, “the ‘normal’ fiction of the media.”132  
 
 
23. Martha Rosler, Roadside Ambush, ca. 1968-1970 
 
Rosler’s Roadside Ambush, for example, interrupts a rigorously, monochromatically 
aestheticized domestic space with the crumpled, indistinct form of something other. The montage 
places an image of a woman curled around herself on the ground, her face, in her hands, covered 
by a hat, wearing plain beige cotton pants and shirt, into a nearly all white living room, with a 
modern fireplace, above which a buck’s head, also painted white, is mounted. The woman is 
placed behind the circle of couches and chairs set up in front of the fireplace, a cloth or blanket 




of some kind, cut from the same image as the woman, sits next to her. The interior, like most of 
those used in Bringing the War Home, is taken from a home decorating magazine. As August 
Davis has argued, it is “not any old home” but  “an archetypal American home.”133  These 
magazines presented the home as an aesthetic ideal, almost always empty, and uninterrupted by 
any sign of family or the housework that maintained it.134 Appearing in magazines read largely 
by women, images like the one used in Roadside Ambush effaced the domestic labor carried out 
by much of their readership to achieve something like the fantasies it depicted. At a time when 
second-wave feminism was increasingly transforming that personal domestic labor into a public 
political problem, its disappearance in this image further marks the interior as a space untroubled 
by the world outside.135 It was a representation of an inviolate private sphere, beyond the 
                                                
133 Davis, Bringing the War Back Home. 103 
134 As Kim Golombisky puts it, “these magazines allow women to turn a system that exhorts them to be 
neurotic about housekeeping into a sexy vision of the house wiped clean of the family who makes 
housework.” 
Kim Golombisky, “Ladies’ Home Erotica: Reading the Seams Between Home-Making and House 
Beautiful,” Journal of Magazine and New Media Research 1, no. 1 (Spring 1999): 1–15. 
135 The phrase “the personal is political” had not yet gained currency in 1968, but the idea that everyday 
domestic life was not a retreat from political struggle but a site of it, was already in wide circulation 
within the emerging Women’s Liberation Movement. The likely origin of the phrase was Carol Hanisch’s 
essay, given the title the “The Personal is Political” by the editors of Notes from the Second Year who first 
published it in 1970. The essay was written in February 1969, as a memo titled “Some Thoughts in 
Response to Dottie’s Thoughts on a Women’s Liberation Movement.” In it Hanisch argues, “So I want to 
be a strong woman, in movement terms, and not admit I have any real problems that I can’t find a 
personal solution to (except those directly related to the capitalist system). It is at this point a political 
action to tell it like it is, to say what I really believe about my life instead of what I’ve always been told to 
say.  So the reason I participate in these meetings is not to solve any personal problem. One of the first 
things we discover in these groups is that personal problems are political problems. There are no personal 
solutions at this time. There is only collective action for a collective solution.”  
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concerns of political or military struggle, protected within the borders of Johnson’s “peace and 
security.” Both the woman and the blanket were drawn from a photograph in a 1968 LIFE 
magazine article by French journalist and photographer Catherine Leroy titled “A tense interlude 
with the enemy in Hué.”136 The article describes the experience of Leroy and a colleague in 
North Vietnamese territory. Leroy offers a breathless description of a somewhat accidental visit 
to a North Vietnamese camp, where after some initial suspicion, the soldiers take the opportunity 
to display their recent victories to the two journalists. The circumstances surrounding the specific 
photo Rosler uses are not mentioned in the article itself, but the caption reads, “a Vietnamese 
woman huddles in terror and grief next to the blanketed body of her child, killed along the road 
to Hué.”137 As civilians in ‘enemy’ territory, they have a strange place within the article, figured 
both as objects of compassion and as others whose injury and death are the inevitable 
consequence of the war against “the Enemy.” Even before Rosler’s intervention they trouble the 
distinction between, to use Judith Butler’s terminology, what does and does not count as a 
“grievable” life.138   That is, the distinction between those human lives that are recognizable as 
                                                
Carol Hanisch, “The Personal Is Political: The Original Feminist Theory Paper at the Author’s Web Site,” 
http://carolhanisch.org/CHwritings/PIP.html. 
136 I am indebted to the work done by both August Davis and Philip Glahn who, in each of their 
dissertations, tracked down many of the original LIFE magazine articles from which Rosler took her 
images.  
Davis, “Bringing the War Back Home.” 
Philip Glahn, “Estrangement and Politicization: Bertolt Brecht and American Art, 1967-1975” 2007. 
Catherine Leroy, “A Tense Interlude with the Enemy in Hué,” LIFE, February 16, 1968. 
137 Leroy, “A Tense Interlude with the Enemy in Hué.” 27 




such, valuable in and of themselves, and those that are “dehumanized,” like the lives of “the 
Enemy” whose deaths can be a means to other ends. In Leroy’s piece, which is, softly and 
implicitly critical of the civilian cost of the war, the mother and child are distinct from “the 
enemy” of the article’s title, but also distinct from the lives of the protagonists, Leroy and her 
partner, whose potential, eminently grievable, deaths provide the dramatic tension of the 
narrative. In Rosler’s image, of course, they have no explanatory text. The mother remains 
identifiable as a Vietnamese peasant through her clothes, and her fetal pose alludes to some 
unspecifiable psychic or physiological injury. The child, and his or her death, are imperceptible 
to a viewer who has not seen the original source. Together, they appear in Roadside Ambush as a 
disturbance within the formal order of the floor they rest on, their greenish beige clothes like a 
stain on the white, and their liquid form a smear across the straight lines of the slats. In shape and 
color, they echo the dirt and leaves just visible through the one open window to their left, like 
something that’s blown in from outside. Laying on the ground beyond the semi-circle of 
furniture surrounding the fireplace, they are both nearer the viewer and beyond the family 
gathering space that provides the purpose for the room. Rosler has both folded the mother and 
child into the unified space of the room, while placing them as an interruption within that space. 
They are a kind of informe, as Georges Bataille understands it, a “monstrous” thing that is 
produced by its exclusion from the “common measure” of the surrounding room, and the 
domestic “peace and security” it embodies.139 Roadside Ambush presents a contradiction, a 
                                                
139 As Rosalind Krauss writes, quoting Georges Bataille, “If the making of the average produces the 
‘ideal,’ it must also generate its own waste, and the over the very field of the formerly homogenous. For 
‘each individual form escape this common measure and is, to a certain degree, a monster.’ The inevitable 
production of the monstrous, or the heterogeneous, by the very same process that is constructed to 
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unified space, which includes two elements whose usual identity depends upon the exclusion of 
each other. A life and death occurring “there” and the cozy, private confines that define “here.” It 
is not an imaginative reconciliation, a ‘re-humanization’ of the lives of the mother and child, as 
we see in Schlanger’s poster, but a demonstration of the irreconcilability of their presence within 
the inviolate domestic comfort of the private room. This was not a matter of revealing some 
previously hidden view onto a new horror, but unravelling the logic through which the American 
mass media presented both the war and the inviolate, domestic life that existed in its absence. 
In his 1965 essay “Repressive Tolerance,” written within a few months of “The 
Individual in the Great Society,” Marcuse described the way in which the ostensible “objectivity” 
of media outlets, which claim to bring you “life” in its undifferentiated fullness, elides the actual 
contradictions and oppositions between the subjects it presents. “The result,” Marcuse wrote, “is 
a neutralization of opposites, a neutralization, however, which takes place on the firm grounds of 
the structural limitation of tolerance and within a preformed mentality.”140 In other words, the 
seemingly contradictory contents of an average nightly television broadcast present themselves 
as simply a necessary, objective reflection of the world as such, while, in fact, presenting a 
                                                
exclude the nongeneralizable, this is the force that creates nonlogical difference out of the categories that 
are constructed to manage difference logically. The other word to which Bataille turned to evoke this 
process of ‘deviance’ was informe, a déclassement in all senses of the term…” 
Rosalind Krauss, “‘Informe’ without Conclusion,” October 78 (October 1, 1996): 89–105. 104-105 
140 Robert Paul Wolff, Barrington Moore, and Herbert Marcuse, A Critique of Pure Tolerance (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1965). 97-98 
originally published as: 
Robert Paul Wolff, Barrington Moore, and Herbert Marcuse, A Critique of Pure Tolerance (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1965). 
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particular conception of a world in which those contents exist seamlessly together. What 
Marcuse describes as the “unmitigated horrors” of war were able to exist as part of a normal 
broadcast, rather than appearing as a catastrophic break within it. These horrors were, therefore, 
not discontinuous with the middle-class domestic comfort presented within commercials for 
kitchen products and mattresses, but inherently part of a total world which includes both.141 By 
forcing these two categories of imagery together into a single space, Rosler forms a relationship 
between visual signs that cannot be accommodated within this supposedly “objective” 
representation of the world. Unlike a normal broadcast or the pages of LIFE magazine in which a 
viewer or reader would see “the juxtaposition of gorgeous ads with unmitigated horrors,” in 
Rosler’s photomontages the two exist within a single space. The implicit logic of their 
coexistence breaks down. In Roadside Ambush, for example, the ideal home loses its identity 
with a foreign invasion of suffering victims, and those suffering victims lose their identity as 
distant objects of either compassion or disinterest.   
 
 
                                                
141 In Marcuse’s words, “[T]he decision between opposed opinions has been made before the presentation 
and discussion get under way--made, not by a conspiracy or a sponsor or a publisher, not by any 
dictatorship, but rather by the ‘normal course of events’, which is the course of administered events, and 
by the mentality shaped in this course. Here, too, it is the whole which determines the truth. Then the 
decision asserts itself, without any open violation of objectivity, in such things as the make-up of a 
newspaper (with the breaking up of vital information into bits interspersed between extraneous material, 
irrelevant items, relegating of some radically negative news to an obscure place), in the juxtaposition of 






24. Martha Rosler, Patio View, ca. 1968-9 
 
In Cleaning the Drapes and Patio View, Rosler takes this destabilization farther, moving 
from inserting images from one space into another to creating a space stuck between the two. In 
Patio View, which uses another image from Leroy’s article, a black and white image of a 
suburban patio opens onto a street in Hué littered with bodies, two tanks are visible in the 
background with soldiers taking cover behind them. This scene of quiet domesticity formally 
surrounds the image of war, at the same time it is thrust into it, becoming a space under violent 
threat by its environment. Cleaning the Drapes is even more radically destabilizing. In it a 
woman stands on the right-hand side of the image, vacuum cleaner in hand, moving the nozzle 
across drapes covered in an intricate stitched pattern. The drapes are pulled pack to two 
American soldiers in a trench surrounded by rocks and sandbags. The world outside the curtains 
and the world inside compete against one another, each making a claim to assert itself as the 
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environment in which the other occurs. On the one hand, the window, the woman and the drapes 
seem to frame the soldiers on the hill side. The viewer is placed inside, looking outwards towards 
an event beyond its homey confines. On the other hand, the hills on which the soldiers walk is 
positioned as the environment that surrounds the interior space in which the viewer stands. 
Looking at this image, we are inside, but we are also surrounded. Yet, even our position on the 
‘inside’ is questionable. The rest of the interior is invisible, and nothing can be seen of the 
window frame. The viewer is left without sufficient cues to imagine an enclosed interior space. If 
Roadside Ambush, forces the excluded inside, Cleaning the Drapes and Patio View undo the 
stability of any interiority. In these images the “neutralization between opposites” Marcuse 
identifies is lampooned in a kind of visual reductio ad absurdum. Woven together in a single 
space of indeterminate location, rather than neutralize their differences, the elements of Rosler’s 
photomontages come together to present unified space itself as only the effect of a precarious 
balance between antagonistic forces.   
 
 




The Vietnam War, argues Frederic Jameson, was “the first terrible postmodernist war.”142 
It constituted a “breakdown of any shared language” through which it could be described.143 
Integral to this breakdown, Jameson argues, was the “spatial confusion” of the war itself, taking 
place as a global network of relations rather than an event with a definite location. The war for 
Jameson was symptomatic of an emergent postmodern world in which social totality can no 
longer be imagined under the terms of subjective experience.144  However, if Vietnam existed 
within a breakdown of either a clear location or a shared language for its description, it also 
invoked forceful compensatory attempts to reassert order and consensus in the face of this 
confusion. Most prominently, the Johnson administration’s description of the war as the defense 
of a global “Great Society,” sought to establish a shared moral justification that folded it back 
into a familiar World War II narrative of a universal struggle for “humanity,” democracy, “peace 
and security.” The counter-narrative laid out in Marcuse and Potter’s speeches, seeks to expose 
the underlying spatial and moral exclusions on which such a narrative depends. As Marcuse 
                                                
142 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, Or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (Duke University Press, 
1992). 44 
143 Ibid. 
144 As Jameson puts it, “At this point the phenomenological experience of the individual subject 
traditionally, the supreme raw materials of the work of art becomes limited to a tiny corner of the social 
world, a fixed camera view of a certain section of London or the countryside or whatever. But the truth of 
that experience no longer coincides with the place in which it takes place. The truth of that limited daily 
experience of London lies, rather, in India or Jamaica or Hong Kong; it is bound up with the whole 
colonial system of the British Empire that determines the very quality of the individual’s subjective life. 
Yet those structural coordinates are no longer accessible to immediate lived experience and are often not 
even conceptualizable for most people.” 
Fredric Jameson, “Cognitive Mapping,” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary Nelson, 
Reprint edition (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 347–57. 351 
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points out, the logic of the Johnson administration’s justification of the war implies a clear 
ordering of the world into spaces to be defended and the spaces of “the Enemy” that must be 
defended against. We have seen some of the ways the antiwar movement used photographic 
images to summon “the Enemy” for an American public, attempting to make their existence and 
experiences more authentically present.145 Rosler made no similar attempt in her photomontage, 
but instead worked to undermine the spatial order implied by the organization of mass media 
imagery of domestic life and distant violence. This order, mirroring Johnson’s rhetoric, provides 
a clear map dividing “home” and “war.” The spaces that Rosler creates are neither one nor the 
other. Rather than attempting to break down or transcend the war’s existence as a media event, 
she heightens the uncanny implications of a “living room war.”146  
As a televisual event, the Vietnam War took up residence in the domestic interior in an 
unprecedented fashion. Many, like Arlen and Ginsberg, were concerned that its presence merely 
reduced the war to trivial “electric dots” on a television screen. However, this presence could 
also be understood as a connection opening the ostensibly private domestic interior to the global 
network of relations that, Jameson asserts, constituted the Vietnam War. Television, Samuel 
Weber argues, functions as a temporal and spatial splitting of the viewer’s senses. Broadcast 
                                                
145 One could say that, in many ways, this was the central goal of the antiwar movement across nearly all 
of its strategies. As German activist and theorist Rudi Dutschke wrote in 1968, “Vietnam became a living 
tissue for us through lectures, discussions, films and demonstrations.” Dutschke argues, quoting Oskar 
Negt, these were all various ways of making Vietnam “the living presence of the Third World in the urban 
metropolis.” 
Rudi Dutschke, “On Anti-Authoritarianism,” in The New Left Reader (New York: Grove Press, Inc., 
1969), 243–53. 245 
146 Arlen, “Living-Room War.” 
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television transposes the sights and sound of a distant place onto the screen in front of the viewer. 
The broadcast is both on the screen and elsewhere simultaneously. “If television,” Weber argues, 
“is both here and there at the same time, then according to traditional notions of space, time and 
body it can be neither fully there nor entirely here.”147 Although only one of Rosler’s 
photomontages feature a television, they all address the uncanny space created by the televisual 
broadcast, the domestic interior that is no longer either “fully there nor entirely here.”148 In Patio 
View and Changing the Drapes this is taken to the point that the entire image exists in between 
“here” and “there.” In this postmodern period of “spatial confusion,” Jameson argues that 
political art “if there ever is any, will have as its vocation the invention and projection of a global 
cognitive mapping, on a social as well as a spatial scale.”149 This new political art would strive to 
find new ways to produce an image of a world too complex and diffuse to be seen through 
analogy with subjective experience. Rosler’s work does not so much achieve a re-mapping of the 
globe, as an undoing of other, dominant ideological mappings and a confrontation with the 
world’s “spatial confusion.” Presenting this confusion under the guise of a formally unified 
straight photograph, Rosler leaves it up to the viewer to choose to cognitively separate its 
elements, and think through the political and ethical categories that allow such separation. In this 
way, the photomontages that make up Bringing the War Home are less antiwar statements, than 
challenges to the viewer to walk through the distinctions upon which their always inadequate 
                                                
147 Samuel Weber, “Television: Set and Screen,” in Mass Mediauras: Form, Technics, Media (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1996), 108–28. 122 
148 The one work that features a television is Tron (Amputee). 
149 Jameson, Postmodernism. 54 
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cognitive map depends.150 They pose the question of who belongs inside, at “home,” with “us” 
and who can be left beyond those walls.151 In Chantal Mouffe’s terms, the photomontages in 
Bringing the War Home make visible the “constitutive outside,” upon which  any construction of, 
even an ostensibly all-inclusive, “we” always depends. They make this construction of the ‘we’ a 
site of political struggle, rather than an ontological given.152   
It may seem, at first, as if Rosler was simply ‘preaching to the choir,’ as some have 
suggested.153 There is no way to know how these images were received by the protestors who 
saw them. Still, it is possible to place these images in dialogue with the other kinds of ephemera 
they circulated beside. As we have seen already, photographs of wounded or dead Vietnamese 
were ever present on both posters and flyers. In my own survey of protest ephemera distributed 
in New York City in the late 1960s nearly all flyers and brochures fell into three categories, 
                                                
150 Chantal Mouffe, Agonistics: Thinking The World Politically (London; New York: Verso, 2013). 18 
151 To put it in Judith Butler’s terms, the photomontages pose the question of who “we” are in these times 
of war by asking whose lives are considered valuable, whose lives are mourned, and whose lives are 
considered ungrievable.” 
War, Butler’s argues, requires a kind of global cognitive mapping, “dividing populations into 
those who are grievable and those who are not. An ungrievable life is one that cannot be mourned because 
it has never lived, that is, it has never counted as a life at all. We can see the division of the globe into 
grievable and ungrievable lives from the perspective of those who wage war in order to defend the lives 
of certain communities, and to defend them against the lives of others—even if it means taking those 
latter lives.” In these sentences she strongly echoes the sentiments articulated earlier by Potter and 
Marcuse. Rosler’s photomontages seek to make that division of the globe, and its coincident division of 
populations visible as such, rather than allowing it be perceived as the “objective” order of the world. 
Butler, Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable?. 38 
152 “This is what can be called the ‘moment of the political’,” as Mouffe says, “the recognition of the 
constitutive character of social division and the ineradicability of antagonism.” 
Mouffe. Agonistics. 18 
153 Davis, “Bringing the War Back Home.” 23 
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assertions of, and arguments for particular positions, whether negotiating peace or banning the 
use of napalm, announcements for upcoming events, and informational pamphlets describing, for 
example, the brutal effects of various weapons used by the U.S. military. In all of these cases, the 
reader was addressed with a clear message and often a subsequent demand, to take a particular 
course of action. Like most of the makers of these flyers and pamphlets, Rosler sought to make 
her works “quickly intelligible” to this protesting public. Yet, a desire for intelligibility is not 
equivalent to a desire for the direct communication of an intended meaning, nor is it equivalent 
to a desire to produce some predictable change in the political consciousness of the viewer. 
Presented without text or title to ground their reading, these photomontages are “quickly 
intelligible,” spatially unified images which refuse to provide conceptual syntheses between their 
various elements. As Eiblmayr has observed, they closely mirror the visual language of the pop 
cultural images they draw from, but eliminate the various supplements such images use in 
pursuit of the efficient conveyance of a message. Rosler did not address these publics with 
demands, or with a desire for consensus, but, in her words, to put them “in collision or 
conjunction with a question they have to solve.”154 Set against much of the protest ephemera they 
circulated amongst, they were indeed questions within a sea of demands. They were pedagogical 
in the Brechtian sense described in the previous chapter, calling on the viewer to “cast his vote,” 
to decide how he or she would respond to the problems it poses, rather than demanding 
                                                




acquiescence to a particular ideological position.155 Kozloff was concerned that “ambitious art” 
would be “too sophisticated to produce any alteration in the body politic.”156 However, in so 
doing, Kozloff, echoing Greenberg’s earlier divisions between avant-garde and kitsch, makes the 
mistake of collapsing intelligibility and mere simplicity, while also mistaking political relevance 
for political efficacy. For Rosler, one could, with attentiveness to the language of one’s public, 
pose complex and difficult questions to publics beyond those most closely associated with 
“ambitious art.” The Bringing the War Home photomontages were intelligible within the print 
culture of the antiwar movement, while existing as an enigmatic, challenging presence within it. 
Far from merely “preaching to the choir,” Rosler’s photomontages were a challenge to those 
engaged in protest to continually confront the fraught relationships between the “home” where 
they marched and the spaces of the war they marched against.  
Begun within a year of both the Collage and the Tower, the works that would make up 
the Bringing the War Home responded to the same “national crisis” that drove those two large-
scale projects. Where the Collage and the Tower allowed artists to participate in an antiwar 
gesture without fundamentally reimagining their own work, Rosler’s photomontages made 
themselves dependent, in both form and distribution, on the antiwar movement. Bringing the War 
Home recognized institutions, and forms of distribution as constitutive of a work’s existence, but 
rather than functioning as an inescapable limit placed on art’s political potential, it became an 
avenue towards political engagement. If art’s existence was dependent upon these conditions, 
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then art’s reimagining must imply a shift in those conditions. It is a sentiment that echoes Walter 
Benjamin’s argument in “The Author as Producer” that artists must not only supply the 
“productive apparatus” of the cultural world with material that “appears to be of a revolutionary 
nature” but try to change that apparatus.157 But Rosler’s photomontages set themselves a more 
modest task than Benjamin’s productivist author, which was imagined in the wake of the Soviet 
Revolution. Her photomontage does not, in and of itself, set out to change the “productive 
apparatus” of the art world. Such an ambition would be a mere fantastic, utopian hope, in any 
case. Instead, she imagines an art practice out of those publics in which potentially revolutionary 
political activity was already ongoing. It is something like what Susan Buck-Morss would much 
later dub “fugitive art.”158 The politics of such an art, Buck-Morss argues, “is not to confront 
power, not to criticize commodity culture, not to represent submerged identities, but to move so 
fully into the social field as to be perceptible for a moment within it - before vanishing in the 
trans-urban flow.”159 These “little things that you hand out” did just that, appearing for a moment 
as almost another piece of protest ephemera, recognizable but also strange, before disappearing 
again into the crowd.  
                                                
157 Rosler would quote this passage in her 1979 essay “Lookers, Buyers, Dealers, and Makers: Thoughts 
on Audience.” She concludes this essay with this very Benjaminian sentiment: 
 “We must inventively expand our control over production and showing, and we must 
simultaneously widen our opportunities to work with and for people outside the audiences for high art, 
not as annunciatory angels bearing the way of thought of the haute monde, but to rupture the false 
boundaries between ways of thinking about art and ways of actively changing the world.” 
Martha Rosler, “Lookers, Buyers, Dealers, and Makers: Thoughts on Audience,” in Decoys and 
Disruptions: Selected Writings, 1975--2001 (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2006), 9–52. 44-45 
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In 1982, an image from Bringing the War Home was published, with Rosler's permission, 
in Artforum as part of Buchloh's article "Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in 
Contemporary Art."160 It was the first time a work from the series appeared in a publication or 
venue associated with the art world. The image, later titled Giacometti, is presented, in color, as 
an untitled 8" x 10" "mixed media collage," implying that the unique object made of cutout 
pieces of paper constitutes the completed work, rather than its photographic reproduction.161 
Buchloh does not directly address the image in the article itself, and no mention is made of its 
previous existence as a black and white Xerox copy handout, or its distribution at protests in the 
1960s and 1970s.  
As discussed in the previous chapter, this article also marks the first time Buchloh would 
lay out the central problem he saw in Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier's work: the conflict between an 
                                                
160 Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art,” 
Artforum, September 1982. 
161 It is not clear who made the decision to label the piece in this way. But it some of this information had 
to have been derived from either Buchloh via Rosler, or Rosler herself. 
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effort to work beyond the institutional, disciplinary conditions of current art production, and the 
dependence of art production on those conditions. "Rosler's attempt at constructing artwork 
outside of the existing level of esthetic reflection and formal procedures," Buchloh wrote, "places 
her on the side of a political commitment which could fail precisely because of its lack of power 
within current art practice."162 As we have seen, in her late 1960s photomontage, Rosler 
approached this issue by folding her practice into publics that were distinct from those associated 
with then "current art practice." She did not abandon the necessity of a public, but questioned the 
inherent priority of the art world. She created something that had no presence within critical or 
art historical discourse of the time but deployed techniques derived from the history of the avant-
garde while circulating within the publics of the antiwar movement. For Buchloh, perhaps, this 
would constitute a 'failure', an abandonment of the necessary conditions for the production of a 
meaningful statement within "current art practice." Whether or not one agrees with this 
assessment, the relatively ephemeral organizations and even more ephemeral crowds of the 
antiwar movement did not provide a lasting home for Rosler's works. Taken by the crowd, these 
flyers disappeared without a trace into private homes and likely many trash cans as well. 
In 1968 Rosler moved to California where she would meet Sekula and Lonidier over the 
next two years. When she applied to UCSD in 1971 her portfolio was made up entirely of her 
recent sculpture and painting, none of her photomontages were included. Even as her sculptural 
work began to move away from the high modernism of her earlier paintings, she continued to 
consider her photomontages as something outside of her artistic oeuvre. She ceased working on 
                                                
162 Buchloh. “Allegorical Procedures.” 54 
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the Bringing the War Home and Body Beautiful Series around the time she began her MFA in 
1972. Rosler stopped distributing her photomontages as Xerox copies around 1973.163 Around 
this time Rosler integrated some of her photomontages, primarily from her Body Beautiful series, 
into slide lectures that she delivered at various gatherings, often those put on by feminist groups 
like the San Diego-based Women's Liberation Front. She would continue to occasionally show 
these slides to audiences, from activists to art historians at the College Art Association over the 
next ten years. Beyond these few appearances the images were not seen by anyone other than 
close friends and colleagues prior to the reproduction of Giacometti in Buchloh's 1982 article. 
 
 
26. Martha Rosler, Giacometti, 1967-1972 
                                                




Giacometti's inclusion in this article as a unique "mixed media collage"   suddenly and 
subtly inserted the work into art historical discourse. Just as Rosler developed the form of her 
1960s photomontages around the conventions of the print culture of the New Left, it is now 
reimagined around the conventions of gallery exhibition. Without explicitly mentioning the 
piece, Buchloh's text implicitly places Giacometti, somewhat anachronistically, within a certain 
strand of "current art practice." "Allegorical Procedures" is an attempt to sketch a genealogy of 
avant-garde montage from Dada and Soviet avant-garde artists like Heartfield and El Lissitzky 
through the reception of Duchamp's Readymade in American Pop and Minimalism into then 
current artists like Jenny Holzer, Sherrie Levine, Dara Birnbaum and Rosler. For Buchloh, these 
artists extend what Walter Benjamin described as the allegorical function of montage, by treating 
the constituent elements of their works as signifying fragments whose meaning have no 
necessary relationship to a referent in either the 'real' world or the artist's expression. As a result, 
they undermine their own roles as authors, and by extension a system that values artworks 
through their purported status as a unique, creative expression of a singular artist.164 In Buchloh's 
concluding paragraph he asserts that: 
 
"The artists under discussion here appropriate or 'pirate' the material and imagery that 
they use for their investigation. Like the radical conceptual artists of the late '60s, they 
question the necessity of their work being relegated to the status of an individualized 
                                                
164 As Buchloh puts it, "the new montage decentralizes the place of the author and subject by remaining 
within the dialectic of the appropriated objects of discourse and the authorial subject, which negates and 
constitutes itself simultaneously in the act of quotation."  
Buchloh, “Allegorical Procedures.” 50 
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commodity. And they have been successful in their assault, if only temporarily so- until 
the general acculturation process finds ways to accommodate these works or their authors 
find ways to accommodate their production to the conditions of the acculturation 
apparatus."165 
 
These artists' successful resistance to the commodity status of their work, in particular by 
troubling of their own roles as authors, is an end in and of itself. But it is a resistance that is 
necessarily partial even when successful. Under Buchloh's self-critical logic, echoed in his 
concerns about Rosler's "lack of power," the works require some discursive recognition in order 
to function as a form of critique. While resisting their status as "an individualized commodity" 
they must nonetheless be recognized as art that resists that status. Indeed, the works mentioned 
all had some institutional presence at the time, even if they had not been sold to a collector. 
Michael Asher's Museum as Site: Sixteen Projects was exhibited at the Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art; Louise Lawler's installations were shown at Artist's Space; Sherrie Levine had 
recently had a solo exhibition at Metro Pictures. In many ways the accommodation Buchloh 
foresees had already occurred, even if the difficulty of that accommodation was still visible.  
 Prior to "Allegorical Procedures," Giacometti, like all the images in Bringing the War 
Home, had a very different status. They were simply absent from art historical or art critical 
discourse. Included in this article, Giacometti is interpellated within those discourses, and 
becomes a potential vehicle for their critique. It is a particularly apt piece for this interpellation. 
Out of all the images in the series, Giacometti makes the most explicit reference to the art world. 
In the image one of Alberto Giacometti's Walking Man (1960-1961) sculptures sits next to a 
window in a luxurious interior, accompanied by two modernist paintings. Out the window 
                                                
165 Buchloh, “Allegorical Procedures.” 56 
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corpses can be seen strewn about a marshland that extends to a blank gray horizon. The violent 
deformation of the photographed corpses sets itself against the formal deformation of 
Giacometti's gaunt figure. With no title, or further explanation that would identify the scene 
outside the window, the image appears to juxtapose modern art, and its often aristocratic 
surroundings with an anonymous photograph of death, presumably in the aftermath of war. There 
is little to mark the landscape outside the window as a photograph from the Vietnam War. Set in 
the pages of Artforum, next to works by Asher, Levine and Lawler, the image reads as a 
demonstration of the sequestered, classed spaces that underlie the supposedly neutral formal 
explorations of Modernism. As such, Giacometti appears to sit comfortably alongside the critical 
postmodernism surveyed throughout the rest of article. "Allegorical Procedures" begins the 
second life of the Bringing the War Home as exhibited, gallery-based artwork.  
This second life was continued in 1991 when Rosler chose to show her photomontages 
for the first time in a gallery. “The work migrated from the street to the gallery,” Rosler wrote in 
1994, “because that seemed to be the only way it might influence present practice. It could be 
written about only after entering the art world as a commodity.”166 In order to effect this 
migration, Rosler produced a new set of limited edition color C-prints. The series was shown at 
                                                
166 Martha Rosler, “Place, Position, Power, Politics,” in Decoys and Disruptions: Selected Writings, 1975-
-2001 (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2006), 349–78. 356 
originally published in: 




Simon Watson, a small but critically praised New York gallery.167 The exhibition was 
subsequently reviewed by Brian Wallis in Art in America, and soon after travelled to the Museum 
of Contemporary Art in Mexico City.168 Since that time, several new editions of the series have 
been made and individual works from those editions are included in the permanent collections of 
MoMA, the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum and the Metropolitan Museum of Art. In 2007 
she threw away all her remaining Xerox copies from the 1960s and 1970s after they had been 
damaged in a flood in her basement.169 It seems that no copies made their way to institutional 
archives in New York or San Diego.170 There are a few issues of Goodbye to All That that 
                                                
167 Rosler has described the gallery at the time as “somewhat out of the way,” seeming to imply both a 
geographic and cultural obscurity. Despite Rosler’s impression, it’s worth noting that Simon Watson had 
put on shows by Richard Prince (1983), Sherrie Levine (1985), Carroll Dunham (1986), Lutz Bacher 
(1989) and Jack Pierson (1990).  
Rosler, “Place, Position, Power, Politics.” 356  
“Simon Watson Arts.” http://www.simonwatsonarts.com/. 
168 Brian Wallis, “Living Room War,” Art In America, February 1992. 
The exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary art in Mexico City opened in early 1992 and was titled 
Imágenes de Guerra. 
169 As she put it, “I threw away the deteriorating pile of the remaining copies in 2007. They were taking 
up too much space and were nasty.” 
Rosler, interview with author, op cit. 
170 I have checked through the relevant collections in the Tamiment Library at NYU, MoMA’s artists’ 
files, and Columbia University’s collections of activist ephemera and found no trace of Rosler’s work. In 
the process of researching her own dissertation, August Davis consulted the San Diego Historical Society 
archive and was unable to find any of Rosler’s original Xerox copies. 
Davis, “Bringing the War Back Home: Martha Rosler’s Anti-War Photomontages.” 23 
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reproduced a couple of the works in the series in the San Diego Historical Society Archive.171 
Beyond this slim archival presence, they exist solely in their latter gallery-bound, editioned form.  
Presented in an art gallery these photomontages were, for Rosler, "no longer the works 
that I made, but representations of them."172 They were shown as “historical artifacts- that is, as 
‘art’.”173 They exist in the art historical archive as traces of other, absent works. Formally, 
through their reproduction as high quality color prints, institutionally, through their exhibition, 
sale and collection, and materially, they were different works. Rosler's strategy is nearly the 
inverse of the strategies Buchloh ascribes to her fellow artists in "Allegorical Procedures." In 
order to preserve her work within a shared art historical discourse, she sets out to accommodate 
her "production to the conditions of the acculturation apparatus."174  
In placing her photomontages within the publics of the antiwar movement, Rosler had, on 
the one hand, found a way to make work as a part of an ongoing political struggle. By replacing 
the institutional support of her work so thoroughly with the institutions of the antiwar movement, 
Rosler produced the conditions for the art historical disappearance of that work's earliest 
incarnation. Its later transformation was a compensatory gesture, which did not so much insert 
the 1960s works into a gallery as create what Rosler would call a "decoy," a new object playing 
the role of 'artwork,' standing in for its absent double. 
 
                                                
171 Ibid. 
172 Rosler. “Place, Position, Power, Politics.” 356 
173 Martha Rosler, “War In My Work,” Camera Austria, no. 47/48 (1994): 69–78. 69 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 




27. Martha Rosler, The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems, 1974-1975 
 
In "Allegorical Procedures" Buchloh directly addresses another work of Rosler's, The 
Bowery In Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems (1974-1975). The piece consists of a series of 
photographs, largely of shop fronts in the Bowery in downtown Manhattan set next to 
photographs of typewritten pages filled with slang terms for drunk, alcoholic and empty bottles 
of booze. The strictly frontal photographs of Bowery buildings exaggerate Walker Evans' 
approach to similar subject matter in many of his most famous 1930s photographs, while also 
echoing the rigorously graceless aesthetic of the conceptualist photography of artists like Ed 
Ruscha and John Baldessari. The images and text allude to both the actual homeless who 
continued to live in large numbers on the Bowery in the 1970s, and the figure of the 'wino,' a 
perennial symbol of urban poverty and an abiding presence in the history of documentary 
photography. Buchloh argues that The Bowery presents the formal "conventions" of photography 
as "a linguistic practice" that is historically contingent and inherently intertwined with "general 
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social and political life" rather than a neutral outgrowth of a modernist medium.175 He is able to 
read it as a criticism of modernism, which opens onto questions that extend beyond the realm of 
art history into "general social and political life." The Bowery was created immediately after 
Rosler graduated from UCSD during a short stay back in New York, and unlike the Bringing the 
War Home photomontages it was produced to be shown in a gallery.176 It exists primarily as a 
limited edition set of silver gelatin prints, and was later published in book form. In its form, 
presentation and medium it is constructed around Rosler's understanding of the expectations of 
an art world public. As she later put it,  
 
"[F]rom its inception I felt that The Bowery was a work for art galleries and museums. … 
It was meant as an art work, hanging on the wall-- why else would I bother calling it 
"inadequate"? Who cares about inadequacy of representation? The general public doesn't 
care about inadequacy, the art world and artists care about adequacy of representational 
systems. The title show that whatever people might make of the work, its primary 
audience was the person interested in the production of meaning through art or language, 
or poetry."177 
 
The Bowery exists comfortably as a gallery-bound art work, and it is as Buchloh suggests 
a self-critical piece, turning its attention towards the formal strategies of modernist and 
postmodernist photography. However, it does this by considering how those forms function as a 
"descriptive system" aimed towards the life of the urban poor. It presents the question of 
representation as a question of the fraught relationship between a gallery-going public who 
                                                
175 Ibid. 
176 Rosler is not certain where it was first shown. She thinks it’s possible it was first exhibited as a part of 
the 1975 San Francisco Art Institute show. For here thoughts on this see: 




function as viewers and the poor who are viewed. The inadequacy of The Bowery's 
representational systems is not an abstract epistemological or aesthetic problem, but an 
antagonistic social relation. We will discuss this work in greater detail in the following chapters, 
but for now it gives us a glimpse of an approach very different from Rosler's protest flyers of the 
late 1960s. The Bowery does not evade the institutions of the art world, nor does it, therefore, 
require the creation of a subsequent decoy in order to have an art historical presence. Instead, it 
incorporates itself into the space of the gallery, and the techniques of Conceptual art, in order to 
mark the exclusions that surround both.  
The first incarnation of the Bringing the War Home photomontages represent a kind of 
limit case within Rosler’s work, and by extension Sekula and Lonidier’s, a test of the feasibility 
of creating work for other publics beyond the art world. As such, it required a later 
transformation in order to become an object of art world discourse. It responded to the crisis the 
Vietnam War produced for artists, by asserting that art's political engagement necessitated an 
engagement with those publics through which particular political struggles developed. However, 
in doing so it also potentially abandoned the recognition necessary for it to become visible as 
"current art practice."178  
                                                
178 A further example of this would be the work of Violet Ray. Ray was also at the massive Spring 
Mobilization march in April, 1967 handing out flyers. Working under the pseudonym Violet Ray, the 
artist, whose given name has not been publicly revealed, created collages using many of the similar 
sources as Rosler. Although Ray’s works hewed even more closely to the advertisements they drew from, 
often resembling Robert Heinecken’s insertions of Vietnam War imagery in magazines.  
Ray did not go on to have a prominent career in the arts of academia, and, as a result, his work 
remained unknown beyond a small circle of friends and colleagues until a small 2013 exhibition at the 
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At UCSD, Rosler, Lonidier and Sekula would attempt to respond to this conundrum by 
finding ways to produce art within the tensions between art world institutions and those publics 
most central to the political concerns of their work. Rosler's Garage Sale and The Bowery, 
Sekula's Untitled Slide Sequence and Lonidier's Twenty-Nine Arrests all grow out of the 
problems raised in our consideration of Rosler's early photomontages. In the following chapter 
we will trace the development of these new strategies all three artists develop for working in 
antagonistic publics, and the particular site of a university in the midst of political turmoil that 
was able to foster them.
                                                
Jordan Schnitzer Museum of Art in his hometown of Eugene, Oregon. It is only since that exhibition that 
his work has begun to be discussed again. 
See, for example: 










Action, documentation, documentary:  



















 “They wanted to shut down the university. I said, ‘Let’s try and shut down the 
state.’”1 It was late May, 1970, when Newton Harrison said this to his studio class at UCSD. The 
entire University of California system had been officially shut down by Reagan and unofficially 
shut down by students striking across state and the country to protest Nixon’s decision to invade 
Cambodia and the subsequent shootings at Jackson and Kent State. Harrison’s students, 
including Allan Sekula, then an undergraduate at the university, wanted to cancel the class to 
support the strike. “No strike on my class,” Harrison remembers responding, “We’re going to be 
activists.”2  They reconvened at Harrison’s house to formulate a plan. He split the class up into 
three groups and asked them each to work on a specific part of the project to “shut down the 
state.” One group investigated blocking the flow of water over the Tehachapi Pass, which 
supplied much of southern California. Another group looked into ways to destroy the state’s 
electrical system. The third group was tasked with finding a method of “blowing up” all of the 
state’s records “in the middle of the night.”3 The ideas drew from Harrison’s own interest in 
ecology and systems theory, aiming at the underlying networks which allowed the social and 
political institutions of California to exist. In their obvious illegality and near impossibility they 
also functioned as a challenge to the political commitment of the radicalized students. “I was 
looking into the kinds of possibilities that real revolutionaries look into,” Harrison later 
                                                





explained, “It was an argument to enter the mindset, since they considered themselves 
revolutionaries, to enter mindset through activism, for all good revolutionaries are activists, 
otherwise they’re just armchair people talking.”4 
The students thought the ideas were “too ambitious,” according to Harrison.5 They likely 
also understood that such grandiose schemes immediately entered the relatively safe realm of 
speculation or even fantasy, a realm often occupied by “armchair people,” whether activists or 
avant-garde artists. Harrison and the students then formulated a new, more realistic and more 
realist, idea. “You occasionally saw images of body bags [containing the corpses of dead 
soldiers] on television throughout the war,” Harrison noted. These images had become central to 
the antiwar movement, appearing in underground publications, posters, flyers and placards 
carried in marches.   
On the morning of May 26
th
, 1970, Lonidier remembers walking across campus when 
“Allan grabbed me…and hauled me over to Newton’s studio.”6  Once there, Lonidier started 
taking photos, which show Harrison’s studio floor covered in plastic sheeting and littered with 
rags, paper and splashes of various viscous substances. Sekula, Harrison and several others, 
“egged on” by social theorist Anthony Wilden, had begun covering thirteen military uniforms in 
paint and mud and stuffing them with paper, sand, and “reeking cow guts” procured from a local 
                                                
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Fred Lonidier, interview with the author, March 2014. 
 
174 
slaughterhouse.7 Balled up newspaper served as heads. Each body was then partially burned with 
blowtorches, covered with more mud, and placed in clear plastic bags. The still wet paint and 
mud mixed together coating the inside of the bags and partially obscuring their contents behind a 
layer of muck. Delivered on gurneys, the loaded bags were laid out in a neat row in Revelle 
Plaza at the center of campus, “as if they were body bags to be dropped off or picked up by a 
helicopter.”8  
 
                                                
7 Lonidier explained that Wilden was visiting at the time from Simon Fraser University, and can be seen 
in some of his photos “bent over the ‘bodies’ while they were being worked on.” Harrison, when asked if 
Wilden participated in the performance said he was likely just “egging everybody on. He was an egger-
onner.” 
Lonidier, Interview with author. op cit. 
Harrison, Interview with author. op cit. 
Allan Sekula and Benjamin H. D Buchloh, “Conversation between Allan Sekula and Benjamin H. D. 
Buchloh,” in Allan Sekula: Performance Under Working Conditions, ed. Sabine Breitwieser (Wien: 
Generali Foundation, 2003), 21–52. 30 




28. Fred Lonidier, Construction of Body Bags in Newton Harrison’s studio, 1970 
 
The first to notice the piece were some dogs, poking at the bags in search of the meat 
inside. Sekula, Harrison and the rest of the co-conspirators thought this was “ruining the image” 
and shooed them off before returning to a spot a little ways off the plaza to observe.9 Within a 
few minutes people began noticing the piece, according to Harrison, many were horrified, one 
exclaimed “Who did this? It’s awful,” another threw up.10 A half-hour later the police showed up 
to investigate.  
Authorities eventually dismantled the piece. Lonidier traced the body bags, and 
photographed them, in the university medical school’s cadaver locker, where they had been 
brought in order to determine whether they were actual human corpses. Once it was clear that 
                                                




only cow carcasses were involved, they were thrown into the university incinerator. The sand 
melted into liquid glass and destroyed the machine11.  
 
 
29. Fred Lonidier, Body Bags installed on Revelle Plaza, 1970 
 
The next day, some members of the group returned to the plaza and placed a sign which 
read, “A SCULPTURE WAS REMOVED FROM THIS AREA BY THE POLICE AFTER 
                                                
11 Harrison claims that the damage cost around $100,000. 
Lonidier, Interview with author, op cit. 
Harrison, Interview with author, op cit. 
Karen Moss, “Beyond the White Cell: Experimentation/Education/Intervention in California Circa 1970,” 




MIDNIGHT ON 5-26-70. THE SCULPTURE OFFENDED HEALTH AND SAFETY CODE 
4475-76 - - SO DOES WAR.” In front of the sign were a series of rectangular chalk outlines 
marking the spots where each bag had sat.  
Body Bags, as Sekula dubbed it, functioned by being out of place, as tactile, olfactory, 
biological pollution, as offal in a public place. It was a contradictory mix of materials and form, 
inorganic grit lodged within the image of a human body filled with animal flesh, causing the 





 In May, 1970 Sekula had just recently met Lonidier, Rosler and Steinmetz.  None of 
them had begun their MFA studies. Lonidier would enroll that fall. Rosler and Sekula would not 
                                                
12 Harrison remembers that Sekula named the work Meat Piece, but it seems likely that he is confusing a 
later work, Meat Mass, for Body Bags. Sabine Breitweiser, in an article that draws from an interview with 
the artist, uses the title Body Bags.  
In the same essay, Breitweiser says, that the groups was an “anonymous collective” that “took 
part in a ‘Guerrilla Art Collective Project.’” This has been interpreted by a few subsequent authors to 
mean that this piece had been carried out by a group calling themselves the “Guerrilla Art Collective.” 
From my interviews with Lonidier, Rosler and Harrison, it does not appear that such a collective existed. 
It seems likely that Sekula was referring to the project as a “guerilla art collective project” rather than 
offering the name of the group that produced it. 
Sabine Breitwieser, “Photography between Documentation and Theatricality: Speaking Within, 
Alongside, and through Photographs,” in Allan Sekula: Performance Under Working Conditions, ed. 
Sabine Breitwieser (Wien: Generali Foundation, 2003), 14–20. 
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begin the program until 1972.13 Yet, as Rosler and Lonidier describe it, the boundary between 
student and non-student were fluid at UCSD during the early 1970s and late 1960s, to the great 
frustration of university administrators.14 Rosler and Lonidier had become romantically involved 




 century art history class taught by David 
Antin at UCSD in the winter quarter.15 Despite not being officially enrolled, the two of them 
attended lectures frequently by Antin, Marcuse, Wilden and others.16 Sekula attended many of 
the same classes.  
Rosler, who was continuing to both paint and produce and distribute her photomontages, 
began making her first stuffed sculptures and install them around the campus. Sekula was 
                                                
13 Steinmetz, who never received an MFA, was hired as a professor on the basis of his portfolio in the fall 
of 1969. 
These dates were provided by or confirmed by published interviews with Sekula, and my own interviews 
with Lonidier, Rosler and Esther Steinmetz, Phil/Phel Steinmetz’s widow. 
Rosler, Interview with author. op cit. 
Lonidier, Interview with author. op cit. 
Steinmetz, Esther. Interview with author. January, 2015 
14Rosler, Interview with author. op cit. 
Lonidier, Interview with author. op cit. 
15 Rosler and Lonidier had been living together since soon after they met at Pauline Oliveros’ house in 
Leucadia, a few miles north of San Diego, while the musician was representing the United States at the 
World’s Fair in Osaka, Japan.  
Rosler, Interview with author. op cit. 
Lonidier, Interview with author. op cit. 
16 Rosler, Interview with author. op cit. 
Lonidier, Interview with author. op cit. 
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primarily working in sculpture, and would soon begin several series of photographed 
performances that would continue exploring some of the connections between art work and 
protest sketched out in Body Bags. Lonidier, who had graduated from San Francisco State 
College with a degree in sociology in 1966, was continuing to take photographs documenting 
protests, and began making what would become his first artworks. Steinmetz had been taking 
photographs professionally for years, but until 1972, his contributions to the group would mainly 
come through his role as a photography teacher.  
This chapter will trace the development of their work from these beginnings in the spring 
of 1970 through the spring of 1972 when Lonidier received his MFA.17 It will primarily 
investigate the ways in which Lonidier and Sekula first developed their work at UCSD, and the 
ideas that led to their eventual turn towards developing their own brand of social documentary. 
Rosler’s development during this period, immediately prior to Garage Sale, differed from Sekula 
and Lonidier’s in ways that would lead to the differences between their major 1973 works, 
Aerospace Folktales and Garage Sale, as will be discussed in the following chapter.  
Two projects form the primary focus of this chapter, Body Bags produced at the end of 
May, 1970 collaboratively by Sekula and others, and photographed by Lonidier, as well as 
Lonidier's 29 Arrests produced two years later in May, 1972. Between these two pieces we see 
the transition from works that participated in or mimicked protest to those that engaged with 
political action through documentation, increasingly relying on the mediation of the documentary 
photograph.  
                                                
17 The following year Rosler and Sekula would begin their MFA studies, and Lonidier, hired as an 




Rosler’s photomontages framed art’s political engagement as a question of working 
within those publics involved in political struggle, and her initial response to this question also 
presented a problem. Deprived of a lasting institutional home these works would eventually 
vanish, and, in order to become an enduring art historical presence they had to be remade as 
“historical artifacts- that is, as ‘art’,” in a form fundamentally different from their earlier 
incarnation as flyers.18 In this chapter, we will see how Sekula and Lonidier consider new ways 
of making work that can take up residence between publics, existing within their conflicts, rather 
than beyond them. This shift was inextricably linked to the role of the university as the primary 
site for the production and exhibition of these artists' work during this time.19  
The six years between 1968 and 1974 were the most politically active in the university’s 
history, and, arguably, the city of San Diego’s as well. Lonidier, Rosler, Sekula, and Steinmetz’s 
creation of “an art that deals with the social ordering of people's lives” emerges out of an attempt 
to work within the complex, shifting environment of a university in the midst of political 
upheaval.20 This is not simply to say that this was the “context” for their work, but that it 
                                                
18 Rosler, “War In My Work.” 69 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
19 With the exception of exhibitions by established artists at the La Jolla Museum of Art, current, avant-
garde art had little presence in the San Diego area at the time, and Los Angeles was both geographically 
and culturally distant. The La Jolla Museum of Art, just a few miles from campus was an important 
museum, which held Michael Asher’s first solo exhibition in 1969, and had shown works by Ed Ruscha, 
Agnes Martin and Robert Irwin among many others. But it was not an exhibition venue available to 
unknown artists still seeking their MFA degrees at UCSD. 
20 Allan Sekula, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of 
Representation),” The Massachusetts Review 19, no. 4 (December 1, 1978): 859–83. 
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develops as a way of speaking intelligibly within the various publics forming in and around a 































UCSD was only a few years old in 1970. Although it grew out of the Scripps Institution 
of Oceanography, which had been operating since 1912, the university itself had only been 
founded in 1958. The first undergraduate students had arrived in 1964, and the Visual Arts 
department had admitted its first MFA students in 1967. Clark Kerr, who was president of the 
University of California Board of Regents from 1958 to 1967, oversaw UCSD’s original 
planning. Kerr has since become known for conceptualizing, in his words, “the Idea of the 
multiversity,” a university no longer centered on either the study of a singular canon of scholarly 
and literary works, nor even a shared academic community.21 If the model for a medieval 
                                                
21 Kerr did not coin the term “multiversity” even if he was the first to forward an extended meditation on 
its definition. As he himself notes, it was used at least as early as 1960 by then president of University of 
Minnesota James Lewis Morrill. 
Clark Kerr, The Uses of the University: Fifth Edition, (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 
2001). 103 
originally published as: 
Clark Kerr, The Uses of the University (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1963). 
James Morrill, The Ongoing State University (University Of Minnesota Press, 1960). 
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university, was, as Kerr put it in 1963, “a village with its priests,” and a modern university “a one 
industry town—with its intellectual oligarchy,” the multiversity was “a city of infinite variety.”22 
The multiversity is no longer defined by its unique, autonomous identity, but by the multitude of 
ways it responds to the social and economic forces that move through it.  For Kerr, such a 
university must embrace its entanglement with industry, and form its curriculum around the 
needs of the most important businesses of its day. The ideal of an isolated intellectual community 
preserving itself against the demands of contemporary capitalist society, must be replaced with a 
set of institutions geared towards more effectively intervening and competing within that society. 
As Kerr has described it,  
 
“The multiversity is an inconsistent institution. It is not one community but several- the 
community of the undergraduate and the community of the graduate; the community of 
the humanist, the community of the social scientist, and the community of the scientist; 
the communities of the professional schools; the community of all nonacademic 
personnel; the community of the administrators. Its edges are fuzzy- it reaches out to 
alumni, legislators, farmers, businessmen, who are all related to one or more of these 
internal communities. As an institution, it looks far into the past and far into the future, 
and is often at odds with the present. It serves society almost slavishly- a society it also 
criticizes, sometimes unmercifully. Devoted to equality of opportunity, it itself a class 
society. A community, like the medieval community of masters and students, should have 
common interests; in the multiversity, they are quite varied, even conflicting. A 
community should have a soul, a single animating principle; a multiversity has several— 
some of them quite good, although there is much debate on which souls really deserve 
salvation.”23 
 
                                                
22 Kerr, The Uses of the University. 31 
23 Kerr, The Uses of the University. 14 
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The multiversity no longer exists as a community; it has become instead a collection of 
interconnected institutions whose interests must be effectively and efficiently managed. It is not 
necessary to work towards intellectual or ideological consensus between all of the communities 
within the multiversity, merely to make sure that they continue to effectively produce. Their 
product, as Kerr understood it, was knowledge itself. “What the railroads did for the second half 
of the last century and the automobile for the first half of this century may be done for the second 
half of this century by the knowledge industry,” Kerr argued, “that is to serve as the focal point 
for national growth. And the university is at the center of the knowledge process.”24 If 
knowledge has become the country’s most important industrial product, the multiversity becomes 
its most important factory.  
UCSD was, in many ways, a prototypical multiversity. With its first round of funding 
coming in the form of a $1 million grant from General Dynamics, the San Diego-based military 
contractor featured in Untitled Slide Sequence, the university’s founding was first justified 
through its ability to supply an educated workforce for the country’s military-industrial 
complex.25 Faculty recruits in relevant fields were offered dual appointments at General 
                                                
24 Kerr, The Uses of the University. 66 
25 The original offer from General Dynamics was made in 1956 to be given, in the words of General 
Dynamics president John Jay Hopkins, “over a period of the next few years provided that the University’s 
proposed plan to establish an ‘Institute of Pure and Applied Physics and an ‘Institute of Mechanics’ at the 
La Jolla campus is adequately implemented.” When, in 1958, there was controversy surrounding the 
campus’ location, General Dynamics told the San Diego Union that their gift was dependent on the 
campus being built adjacent to the site of their new General Atomics subdivision. was made in march 
UCSD also received a $1.5 million gift from the Atomic Energy Commission in 1960. 
It is also worth noting that the first two chancellors of UCSD, William J. McGill and Herbert 
York had been involved in nuclear science research. The first chancellor, York was a veteran of the 
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Dynamics.26 As Kerr’s predecessor, then UC president Robert Gordon Sproul said while arguing 
for the campus’ establishment in 1957, “industrial civilization and our very survival as a country 
depend critically on increasing the number of able young scientists and engineers. The proposed 
expansion would greatly aid the University in carrying out its responsibilities to the State and 
Nation.”27 Between 1958 and 1964, it gradually grew beyond engineering and science to include 
departments in the humanities and social sciences. The plan was to increase the student body 
incrementally over the next thirty years, eventually building a series of twelve individual 
colleges. On a modified Oxbridge model, each of these colleges would house a section of the 
undergraduate population, ostensibly to provide the kind of relatively close community that the 
university as a whole eschewed. It was also a compromise allowing research faculty who had 
wanted the university to set up independent research institutes, on the model of Scripps, to 
establish their own relatively independent environments.28 By 1970, the result was an already 
                                                
Manhattan Project and the formed head of Lawrence Livermore Laboratories. In part, these sorts of 
resumes were a necessity, because the chancellor had to have a high security clearance in order to manage 
much of the research going on on campus. 
Nancy Scott Anderson, An Improbable Venture: A History of the University of California, San Diego 
(UCSD Press, 1993). 72 
26 Ibid. 
27 Quoted in, Anderson, An Improbable Venture. 42 
28 Kerr was actually instrumental in moving the university away from this unorthodox model of a series of 
institutes. It seemed it was perhaps even too diffuse and unwieldy for him. “At the time,” Nancy Scott 
Anderson writes, “it seemed that the best way to preserve any aspect of the idea was to cut it down 
slightly and dress it in a different name. This was the way UCSD’s college system came into being.” 
Anderson, An Improbable Venture. 86 
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sprawling, and still expanding, network of colleges, departments, many intricately intertwined 
with the business of military research, a virtual city of vast, if not infinite, variety.  
UCSD had also become contested terrain in ways that Kerr had not imagined in 1963.29 
The rise of campus activism that began at UC Berkeley in 1964 took a few years to spread to the 
initially placid La Jolla campus. The surrounding area, with a large military population, was a 
stronghold of conservative politics, and a less than welcoming spot for anything that appeared 
even slightly left of center. The first modest inklings of political organizing came in 1965 in the 
form of a “a couple dozen carefully groomed undergraduates” who “silently protested the United 
States’ involvement in the Dominican Republic.”30 The San Diego press hyperbolically described 
it as an action “in the manner of the rioters who brought the parent university at Berkeley to a 
state of anarchy.”31 Several other protests occurred over the following years, but few of the major 
political events in the San Diego area occurred on campus until 1968, coincidentally, around the 
time that Lonidier, Sekula, Rosler and Steinmetz would first arrive in the area.32 From 1968 until 
                                                
29 As Kerr put it in 1972, “In 1963, people were still talking about the apathetic generation, the graduating 
classes of organization men, the uncommitted students. But apathy quickly turned to activism, 
organization men to anti-establishmentarians, the uncommitted to new radicals. In 1963, the possibility of 
such a sudden change in the academic weather was only dimly seen when see at all.” 
Kerr, The Uses of the University. 101 
30 Anderson, An Improbable Venture. 104 
31 San Diego Union editorial quoted in: Anderson, An Improbable Venture. 104 
32 Steinmetz was hired by the Visual Arts department in 1968. Rosler arrived in California the same year 
with Lenny Neufeld, her husband at the time. Lonidier followed his sister, the poet Lynn Lonidier down 
in 1967. Sekula began his undergraduate degree at UCSD in 1968. Of course, as stated above, they would 
not meet until 1970. 
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a gradual diminishing of political activity between 1973 and 1974, UCSD was a significant site 
for struggles over civil rights, women’s liberation and, of course, the Vietnam War. In the fall of 
1968, the UC Regents’ decision to block Black Panther leader Eldridge Cleaver’s proposed 
appointment as a guest lecturer catalyzed an unprecedented wave of student action. This was 
followed soon after by an attempt by both Governor Ronald Reagan and local San Diego 
businessmen to force Chancellor William J. McGill to fire Herbert Marcuse, which was 
somewhat, if only temporarily successful.33 Students rallied in opposition to Marcuse’s dismissal. 
During this same year, a large group of faculty and students, informally led by Angela Davis, 
were fighting to make Third College a center for Third World studies geared towards students of 
color. Most of their demands were refused by university and state administrators spurring further 
protest. In each of these instances, the justifications of the UC Regents, Chancellor McGill and 
university administration followed the same logic, the university must remain committed to the 
production of knowledge above and beyond any particular political interests. Cleaver could not 
become a lecturer because he was not qualified to teach an academic course. Marcuse had 
violated the bounds of his role as an academic by directly participating in political activism. 
Third College cannot be structured around a particular, ‘radical’ left ideology. As president of the 
                                                
As late as 1967, a small antiwar protest was met with derision by the much of the student 
populace and the subject of a hostile editorial by the Triton Times that claimed that criticized the 
“emotion-laden rhetoric” and reminded readers that “communism is still a threat.” 
“The Decline of Student Activism: An Analysis,” Triton Times, November 27, 1973. 
33 McGill renewed Marcuse’s contract for the 1969-1970 year, but simultaneously instituted a mandatory 
retirement age of 70, forcing the professor to step down. Of course, as indicated by his involvement in the 
debate around Garage Sale, he would eventually be reinstated a few years later. 
Anderson, An Improbable Venture. 120-121 
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UC Regents, Charles J. Hitch said in his statement regarding the Cleaver appointment, the “free 
process of intellectual inquiry” must be sheltered from “the pressures of politics and sometimes 
intense clamor of the public.”34 By contrast, protestors claimed that the university had revealed 
itself to act within particular ideological limits, protecting itself not against ‘politics,’ but against 
those forms of politics that would threaten its interests. The imbrication of the multiversity with 
corporate and state institutions meant protecting the interests of those institutions. As the editors 
of the alternative student newspaper The Indicator put it in a 1968 editorial responding to the 
Cleaver controversy: 
 
“The university, like the United States, is not a pure, value-free institution Chancellor 
McGill portrays. It is not the center of intellectual pursuit of the “abstract” search for 
knowledge. Clark Kerr dismissed that myth several years ago (The Uses of the 
University). It is not the pure scientist in search of knowledge or the obscure philologist 
but the practical scientist doing corporate and military research who is protected by the 
university today. The university is not the ‘bastion’ of rationality or calmness but is a key 
element in the military-industrial complex - the ‘producer of operators.’ It furnishes 
research and psychological conditions its graduates to accept their spots in the corporate 
hierarchy.35  
 
Kerr had outlined a vision of the university inseparable from economic and social forces, 
and, in so doing, as the editorial board of The Indicator observed, he had also undermined any 
claim to the university’s political neutrality. An institution that is inseparable from these 
                                                
34 University Bulletin: A Weekly Bulletin for the Staff of the University of California, Office of Official 
Publications, University of California, 1968. 
35 Uncredited/Editorial, “It’s Not That Complex,” The Indicator, September 25, 1968. 
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economic and social forces that move through it cannot claim to be “value-free.”36 By extension, 
such an institution can no longer understand itself to exist outside of the political struggles that 
take place within it. “Nor can the university strive to be an island of calm,” The Indicator 
editorial continues, “from which ‘wise men’ can ‘guide’ society to the goals of the future.”37 The 
inconsistency of the multiversity as Kerr saw it, was a series of conflicting institutional interests 
that required expert management. For those involved in activism on campus this was a political 
antagonism, a contest over the public space of the university.  
For Rosler, Lonidier, Sekula, as well as Steinmetz, this vast city with its multitude of 
political struggles was their work’s primary site between 1970 and 1974. Body Bags threw itself 
into the center of the conflicts between its communities, appearing, unannounced within the most 
visible common space on campus during, perhaps, the most politically fraught month of the 




                                                
36 As SLATE, the organization that would become Berkeley’s Free Speech Movement in 1964, put it in 
their 1963 “Supplement to the General Catalogue”: 
 
“THE MULTIVERSITY IS NOT AN EDUCATIONAL CENTER, BUT A HIGHLY EFFICIENT 
INDUSTRY: IT PRODUCES BOMBS, OTHER WAR MACHINES, A FEW TOKEN “PEACEFUL” 
MACHINES, AND ENORMOUS NUMBERS OF SAFE HIGHLY SKILLED AND RESPECTABLE 
AUTOMATONS TO MEET THE IMMEDIATE NEEDS OF BUSINESS AND GOVERNMENT…” 
 
from 1963 SLATE: Supplement to the General Catalogue - quoted in Max Heirich, The Spiral of Conflict: 
Berkeley 1964 (Columbia University Press, 1973). 99 










 Revelle Plaza, or “the Quad” as students called it, sat at the center of Revelle College, 
which was itself the geographic and social center of UCSD. It was also the most important 
location for the university’s thriving anti-Vietnam war, free speech, civil rights and feminist 
movements, host to regular, sometimes nearly daily, protests, and frequent confrontations 
between students, police and administrators. The plaza, both geographically and ideologically, 
was at the core of the crisis of UCSD’s identity as a university that stood above, but provided the 
common space for, all the ideas that arose on its campus. Sekula had highlighted the 
contradictions within that identity earlier that year when he had installed a work titled, Sculpture 
Commemorating the 102nd Anniversary of the University of California on the quad. An open 
sided box made of wood, wrapped in barbed wire, with the lower portion filled with sand, it was 
installed without permission on the plaza. The barbed wire came from a “World War II-era 
military firing range,” almost certainly Camp Matthews, an old rifle range that had been donated 
by the Marine Corps to the university and housed the art studios in a series of decommissioned 
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Quonset huts.38 A sign, taken by Sekula from the security fence surrounding the university, had 
been attached to it. It read:  
 
“PROPERTY OF THE REGENTS OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA 
Permission to enter or pass over revocable at any time 
Parking by permit only 
PEDDLING AND VENDING OF MERCHANDISE FORBIDDEN” 
    
The work arises from a logic similar to that of the 1968 Indicator editorial, connecting 
the limits placed on the use of public space on campus with the university’s ties to the military. 
The sign, symbolically echoed by the barbed wire, made explicit the boundaries that surrounded 
this ostensibly open, neutral space, over which the UC Regents claimed both ownership and the 
sovereign right to expel those deemed unwelcome.  
 
                                                
38 The Marine Corps officially donated the camp to UCSD in 1964, and the visual arts department was 
one of the first to take up residence there. Both Lonidier and Rosler have fond memories of the Quonset 
huts, which they both thought made great studios. 
Breitweiser, “Photography between Documentation and Theatricality.” 15 
Lonidier, Interview with author. op cit. 
Rosler, Interview with author. op cit. 




30. Allan Sekula, Sculpture Commemorating the 102nd Anniversary of the University of California, 1970 
 
 
Sculpture Commemorating…  figures the university’s supposed openness as 
fundamentally contingent, “revocable at any time” should certain actions threaten its interests or 
those of its primary military and corporate funders. It was one among many signs that the ideal 
of the university as an “island of calm” sheltered from the “pressures of politics” and the “clamor 
of the public” was in crisis. A few months after Sekula installed his sculpture, in the spring of 
1970 this crisis peaked.  
On April 20
th
, 1970 approximately thirty students along with SDS leader Byron King and 
UCSD professor Reinhard Lettau, marched into the central administrative buildings, “ignoring 
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the Chancellor’s Office, the usual place of protest, and walked to the Accounting Office.”39 There 
they found a document advising the Scripps-affiliated Visibility Lab that they had been awarded 
a contract by the CIA. The students sent the document to San Diego’s Street Journal, a radical 
underground newspaper at the center of the city’s left activist culture.40 It’s publication 
confirmed what many students and faculty had long suspected, UCSD campus was home to 
classified research directly related to the Vietnam War effort.41 As one former student and anti-
war activist later recalled, when “[we] found out about this complicity with what we then called 
‘the War Machine’ - a complicity that contradicted official statements and denial by 
administrators and top University officials - we upped the ante. We became more militant.”42 
                                                
39 The action echoed many other protests that had occurred on campuses around the country against 
classified military research at universities. One of the earliest and most significant being the protests that 
began in the spring of 1967 after a Columbia University student discovered evidence of relationships 
between a Department of Defense think-tank and the university. Those documents were among the first 
catalysts for the massive protests and building occupations that would occur on the campus the following 
year. 
It is also worth noting that King was a member of The Indicator’s editorial board that authored the 
September 25, 1968 statement quoted above. 
40 “The University at War...Everywhere!,” The Street Journal, April 23, 1970. 
41 “Students Face Discipline Over Contracts Incident,” Triton Times, April 24, 1970. 
Anderson. An Improbable Venture. 124 
42 Dr. Anonymouse, “‘I Was in a Sit-in at UCSD When We Heard about the Killings at Kent State.,’” 
News, Ob Rag, (May 4, 2009), http://obrag.org/?p=6972. 
UCSD was involved in research for the United States military from its inception. As Chancellor McGill 
would late tell historian Nancy Scott Anderson, “It is a simple fact that every nuclear weapon 
manufactured in the United States was manufactured under the auspices and on the property of the 
University of California…The generation of academics who grew up during the Second World War and 
who were enlisted into federal assistance during the Cold War saw nothing wrong with what they 
did…That is, they felt that they were doing patriotic service, but they didn’t think through the question of 
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“Things are starting to cook at UCSD (maybe),” was Street Journal’s judicious comment.43 On 
April 29
th
, things indeed started “to cook,” with students staging an 18-hour sit in at a campus 
building associated with military research.44 The next day, President Richard Nixon announced 
the Cambodian Campaign, a military offensive into the previously neutral territory of Cambodia 
against the People’s Army of Vietnam and the National Liberation Front, commonly referred to 
in the U.S. as the Viet Cong. Nixon’s announcement further catalyzed protest around the country, 
particularly on college campuses. UCSD was no exception. 
On May 4, as part of a nationwide series of campus antiwar actions, there was a massive 
gathering on Revelle Plaza, with as Rosler remembers it, “speeches and much militant milling 
about.”45  Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier were all present. As the crowd milled on the plaza, a 
group of students, largely SDS members, occupied the fifth floor of Urey Hall overlooking 
Revelle Plaza. Urey Hall was one of the main science buildings on campus and the occupation 
was another response to military research carried out on campus.46 At some point Lonidier went 
into Urey Hall to take photographs. Eventually making his way to the sixth floor, he took a 
photograph looking down at the heads and clasped hands of the occupiers on the balcony below 
as they looked across the plaza. The top down perspective, unlike most of Lonidier’s 
                                                
what is proper to do on a university caps and what should you do in other locales.” Anderson notes that 
McGill had to build a safe for classified documents and that every UCSD chancellor had to get security 
clearance before beginning work. 
Anderson. An Improbable Venture. 125 
43 “The University at War...Everywhere!”  
44 “Defense Research Protesters Stage 18-Hour Sit-in at Muir,” Triton Times, May 1, 1970. 
45 Rosler, Martha. Martha Rosler, email, 2014. 
46 “Students Take Urey Hall, AS Calls For Strikes,” Triton Times, May 5, 1970. 
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photographs at the time, recalls the 1920s work of photographers like Lazlo Moholy-Nagy and 
Alexander Rodchenko, compressing the lines of Urey’s balconies and the roof of the first floor 
into a slanted grid. The bodies of the students squeeze in between the regular lines, fragile 
interruptions in the seams of these institutional buildings. Administrators acted quickly to restore 
formal order. 
Chancellor McGill threatened to “declare a state of emergency” if the “building is not 
evacuated by 5pm,” adding that if protesters cannot be removed “non-violently…we will 
contemplate other means.”47  It was not an idle threat. The San Diego Police Department had 
assembled in force on the edges of campus, complete with riot gear, tear gas, paddy wagons, and 
guns. Around that time, the students in Urey Hall began to hear “the bad news from Kent State” 
coming “over a small radio someone had perched on a chair out on the balcony overlooking the 
Quad.”48 The news, of course, was of the killing of four unarmed college students by police 
during a protest at the Ohio university.  Rosler remembers the news passing quickly through the 
“packed” crowd on the plaza itself.49 A few hours later, the students ended the sit-in peacefully, 
running down the stairs before gathering for a “final whoop” and dispersing “in different 
directions.”50 
The next day the student-run Academic Senate declared their own state of emergency in a 
Resolution which stated,  
 
                                                
47 Ibid. 
48 “’I Was in a Sit-in at UCSD When We Heard about the Killings at Kent State.’”   




 “Be it resolved that the AS-USCD Senate declares a state of emergency on the UCSD 
campus as a result of the actions of the United States in Southeast Asia and the direct and 
indirect manifestations of that situation on the UCSD campus;  
 That such state of emergency be defined as a complete halt to all campus activity as a 
moral and physical commitment to the institution of Reason in this nation and on this 
campus; 
 That such state of emergency recognizes the inherent irrationality of the established 
power structure; and 
 That such state of emergency exists until terminated by the students.”51 
  
The UCSD AS was not alone in calling for a student strike, similar calls were made at 
every UC campus, by the National Student Association, and at dozens of other universities and 
colleges around the country.52 The same day the AS resolution was published, on May 5
th
, 
Governor Reagan shut down all University of California campuses through the weekend. In 
Chancellor McGill’s words, “All public functions will cease.”53 Reagan’s order seemed to be 
both an attempt to quell campus protest and appropriate the very state of emergency declared by 
the students, to figure their actions, rather than the events which they were protesting, as the real 
emergency. As a Triton Times editorial put it the next day, “Gov. Reagan has seized another 
opportunity for political opportunism by closing down the university before it can be shut down. 
That is like quitting before you’re fired.”54 In Reagan’s words, “closing the campuses for this 
                                                
51 Ibid. 
52 “War Protest Closing of Colleges Urged,” Los Angeles Times, May 5, 1970. 
United Press International, “600 Troops Ordered to Maryland University,” Los Angeles Times, May 5, 
1970. 
53 “Reagan Closes UC, Colleges,” Triton Times, May 6, 1970. 
54 “Editorial,” Triton Times, May 6, 1970. 
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four-day is not in any way giving in to those who preach and practice violence.”55 On Monday, 
the governor hoped, California campuses could turn the page to a new “time of dissent without 
disorder, of dialogue and discussion without destruction.”56 For Reagan these protests were not 
an eruption of political action, but a breakdown of the very foundation upon which any politics 
could be imagined. These protests were violence, their content, their goals, were irrelevant. “The 
time has come for responsible citizens of all political persuasions and all ages,” Reagan 
continued, “to pause long enough to take inventory.”57 Legitimate dissent had to be separated 
from destruction, a common, ordered ground had to be established. 
 In the issue which announces these competing claims, the Triton Times published an 
editorial entitled, “Rationalize-Radicalize.”58  The author, going by the pseudonym “R.M.,” 
begins by stating, “It is necessary for the people of America to radicalize now, to insure the 
survival of the world.”59 “The majority of students at UCSD live in a world of political apathy,” 
the writer continued, “concerned with the problems in your own lives, whether they be dope, 
girlfriends, or studies. This could be cool and is how it should be in a country with a good 
government. A country where people wouldn’t be hassled for the length of their hair or the color 
of their skin. But that doesn’t exist here now.”60 At this point, the author argued, “being a liberal 
won’t accomplish anything either. [H]aving demonstrations and writing letters to your 
                                                
55 “Reagan Orders Campuses Shutdown,” The San Bernardino County Sun, May 7, 1970. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 





congressmen doesn’t do a damn thing. To stop wars and stop our nation from being polluted by 
cars and factories, you have to change the system.”61 In this student’s opinion, one demonstrably 
shared by many of his or her classmates, ‘changing the system’ was no longer compatible with 
conventional debate within the liberal public sphere. This editorial also declares a kind of state of 
emergency, a moment where intervention is needed beyond the bounds of liberal democracy. It 
inverts the terms of Reagan’s statement the same day, politics is only possible through the 
abandonment of an attempt to return to mere rational public debate. 
10,000 people, including many students, marched through downtown San Diego that 
weekend to protest the war, but this demonstration was not the top story the following week. 
That Sunday, George Winne Jr., a graduate student in the history department, walked onto 
Revelle Plaza covered in gasoline soaked rags, carrying a sign reading, “In God’s name, End this 
war,” and set himself on fire. Rosler “came upon the scene” while Winne was still there, before 
paramedics took him to the hospital where he died a short time later. She remembers quickly 
turning her son away “by pivoting his head and moving us toward the cafeteria in the building 
somewhat behind the quad.”62 
A memorial service was held the next day reportedly drawing the “largest crowd in 
Revelle Plaza’s history.”63 Among others, Herbert Marcuse spoke, “Intensify your protests,” he 
said, “Please intensify your protests, hear the message this young man left.” A temporary 
memorial was created on the spot of his death that lasted throughout the summer. No one, it 
                                                
61 Ibid. 
62 Rosler, email to author, October 8, 2015 
63 Jones, Owen, “Student Sets Self Afire; Dies to Protest War,” Triton Times, May 12, 1970. 
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seemed, knew quite how to understand Winne’s act. The Triton Times report describes the events 
surrounding his death but equivocates about Winne’s motivations. At one point the article 
describes him as someone with “very deep and sincere moral and political views, which included 
a vehement opposition to the war.”64 It also states that Winne was a “loner type” who “had 
become quieter and more withdrawn in recent months and had taken an interest in Oriental 
mysticism and organic foods.”65 Street Journal did not make their own comment about Winne’s 
death, merely reprinting the Triton Times article, which was an unusual refusal to integrate such 
an important event into their ongoing polemic against the war. Likely due in large part to 
students’ departure for summer break, political actions on UCSD campus lessened significantly 
in the weeks after Winne’s death.    
Throughout the latter half of the month there were several more significant protests, with 
Angela Davis, Tom Hayden and others coming through the city. But, by and large, activism 
remained off campus after the shutdown. It was in the midst of this summer lull that Body Bags 



















For many campus residents Body Bags may have barely registered during the tumult at 
UCSD. In all likelihood, for some viewers this interruption did not appear to be an artwork, but a 
seamless part of the ongoing protests that had centered on the plaza throughout the previous few 
months. Effigies were a regular element of student actions, though more often they were 
substitutes for figures of authority, UC Regents, the Chancellor, or the police.66  
Body bags, caskets and coffins had been used in antiwar and civil rights protests around 
the country for years.67 Caskets were a part of a small protest on Revelle Plaza just a few days 
before Body Bags by the UCSD Black Student Council (BSC) meant to bring attention to the 
                                                
66 William J. McGill, The Year of the Monkey: Revolt on Campus 1968-69 (New York: McGraw Hill 
Higher Education, 1982). 27 
67 Just a couple of weeks earlier, protestors carried caskets during the largest march against the 
Cambodian invasion that year, held in Washington, D.C. on May 9. Two years later, a particularly 
ambitious protest by students and faculty at MIT involved the creation of 1000 inflatable ‘bodies’ to 
match the then current 24-hour kill rate in Vietnam. 
Wells. The War Within. 438-444 





 and May 15
th
 killings of students of color in Augusta, Georgia and Jackson State, 
Mississippi, which, unlike Kent State, had been largely ignored by much of the student body. The 
BSC protestors had carried a casket through campus before displaying it on the north side of 
Revelle Plaza, where Body Bags would later be installed.68 Perhaps, a more visceral, and 
olfactory presence than the caskets, Body Bags remained intelligible within the tradition of such 
protest props. Unlike nearly all such actions, however, the objects were accompanied by no 
further explanation, either in the form of signs or protestors themselves. In this way, like the 
photomontages in Rosler’s Bringing the War Home, it did not orient itself around the efficient 
communication of a message. It appeared instead as a pollution of this common space, and an 
extension and re-articulation of the traumas that had already occurred there.  
 
 
31. uncredited, Memorial to George Winne, Jr., May, 1970  
 
                                                
68 Manuel de Jesus Hernandez, “Defense Fund Drive for Augusta Victims,” Triton Times, May 22, 1970. 
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Although not shown in any of Lonidier’s photographs, the temporary memorial to 
Winne’s death was just a few feet from Body Bags, towards the center of the plaza. Passers-by 
would have seen them both nearly simultaneously, and the burned effigies echoed Winne’s own 
fate. While Winne’s memorial was a pile of candles, flowers and notes, processing his death 
through familiar rituals of mourning, Body Bags returns apparently burned, unprocessed bodies 
to the plaza, corpses not yet buried. The use of clear plastic rather than the standard opaque, 
black body bags eliminates their function as veils. Instead, as Lonidier’s close-up shots 
demonstrate, the smeared blood, mud and disturbingly flesh-like blackened paper are clearly 
visible. Mourning, as Freud has described it, is a process of withdrawing one’s attachments to the 
mourned object, and coming to terms with its disappearance from the world. The dead are put to 
rest, as something lost, but also something no longer connected to the world of the living. Body 
Bags actively disrupts this process recalling the array of recent killings through the bodily 
detritus of death, a mess yet to be cleaned up.69 Through their military uniforms, they bring 
Winne’s violent death into metaphorical contact with the ongoing violence in Vietnam that 
Winne was protesting. At the same time, the presence of these simulated corpses on a university 
campus evoked the recent killings in Mississippi, Ohio and Georgia. Like the line of dead bodies 
it resembles, Body Bags was not a memorial for these deaths, but a reminder that they were part 
of an “emergency” that was not yet over. 
                                                
69 In Freud’s words, “In what, now, does the work which mourning performs consist? I do not think there 
is anything far-fetched in representing it in the following way. Reality-testing has shown that the loved 
object no longer exists, and it proceeds to demand that all libido shall be withdrawn from its attachments 
to the object.” 
Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 
Works of Sigmund Freud, Volume XIV (1914-1916): On the History of the Psycho-Analytic Movement, 




32. Fred Lonidier, Body Bags installed on Revelle Plaza, 1970 
 
Reagan had hoped that the UC campus shutdown would allow a return to a “time of 
dissent without disorder, of dialogue and discussion without destruction.”70 He had, in other 
words, hoped to reassert the limits of rational debate within a liberal public sphere, a return to 
students quietly writing letters to their congressmen. This would allow such “dissent” to occur 
within the framework of the university rather than being a challenge to it. As Kerr put it in 1972, 
reflecting on these times of “intermittent warfare” in the late 1960s and early 1970s, “consensus 
and tolerance were set forth as essential to keeping the ‘whole uneasy balance’ of the 
multiversity.”71 For Kerr and Reagan, political activism was an eruption of antagonism within a 
                                                
70 Ibid. 
71 Kerr, The Uses of the University. 98 
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social world that is fundamentally grounded in order and consensus. In responding to such 
protest, the goal is to reintegrate it into this already existing order.  
For protestors like those who occupied Urey Hall, the existing order was not the 
politically neutral result of a quiescent campus dedicated to “the intellectual pursuit of the 
‘abstract’ search for knowledge,” but the maintenance of the multiversity’s role in the 
prosecution of the war in Vietnam, and, more broadly, in the production of the “knowledge 
industry” in all its forms.72 Insofar as this war is understood as an “irrational” act of violence, 
“warfare” and “destruction” are the continuing result of this order rather than an interruption of 
it. Siding with the protestors, Body Bags refuses to allow the symbolic center of campus public 
life return to its deceptive appearance as an “island of calm.”73  
 Revelle Plaza, like the central quadrangles of many other campuses, harkens back to the 
ideal of the Greek agora, the market square that served as a neutral public space within which all 
opinions can be rationally debated.74 A return to order would amount to a cleaning and clearing 
                                                
72 “It’s Not That Complex.” 
73 Ibid. 
74 As Jürgen Habermas acknowledges, the notion of the open, liberal public sphere is rooted in the idea of 
the Greek agora: 
 
“Notions concerning what is ‘public’ and what is not- that is what is ‘private’- however, can be traced 
much further back into the past. We are dealing here with categories of Greek origin transmitted to us 
bearing a Roman stamp. In the fully developed Greek city-state the sphere of the polis, which was 
common (koine) to the free citizens, was strictly separated from the sphere of the oikos; in the sphere of 
the oikos, each individual is in his own realm (idia). The public life, bio politikos, went on in the market 




of that space, a return to its existence as an ostensibly neutral open ground. As Rosalyn Deutsche 
has argued, “declaring particular forms of space inherently, eternally, or self-evidently public” 
amounts to an appropriation of that space, an assertion of the specific exclusions that govern that 
space as “naturalized.”75 When public space is given a “prepolitical source,” she continues, “it 
becomes a weapon against, rather than a means of, political struggle.”76 Reagan, McGill and the 
university administration, hoped to reassert the ‘natural’ state of the public space of the plaza 
through an exclusion of those forms of activity they deemed beyond the realm of acceptable 
debate, which effectively restricted the openness of that space to what the current authorities 
were willing to permit. This was a point Sekula had made explicitly with Sculpture 
Commemorating the 102nd Anniversary… earlier that year. Body Bags acts against any such 
cleanliness, transforming the space once again into a site of conflict, and ongoing, rather than 
merely remembered, violence.  
                                                
The specific roots of the quadrangle within university architecture in the United States likely originate 
with Thomas Jefferson’s early 19th century design of the Lawn at the University of Virginia. Jefferson 
had the then innovative idea to conceive of the university campus as an “academic village” that would be 
“arranged around an open square of grass and trees.” Jefferson’s own ideas were rooted in a tradition of 
the common public square of a village, which, again harked back to the ideal of the Greek agora. 
Mary N. Woods, “Thomas Jefferson and the University of Virginia: Planning the Academic Village,” 
Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 44, no. 3 (1985): 266–83. 269 
Jürgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
Bourgeois Society (The MIT Press, 1991). 3 
75 Rosalyn Deutsche, “Agoraphobia,” in Evictions: Art and Spatial Politics (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 




Of course, this disturbance would inevitably provoke a reaction by the authorities. The 
rotting assemblages were not only produced to be traumatic, but formulated specifically to 
exceed the institutional boundaries set on the use of public space on campus. Body Bags’ creators 
may not have known the precise manner or justification for the work’s destruction in advance, 
but the removal of the bags and their contents was a foregone conclusion. As Richard Meyer has 
argued in a discussion of Andy Warhol’s response to the censoring of his 13 Most Wanted Men 
(1964), such acts of destruction can themselves be transformed into visible markers of the forces 
which carried them out.77 In its second iteration, as a sign and a series of chalk outlines Body 
Bags did just that.78 The sign, which likely refers to an obscure San Diego law regarding the 
public display of offal that officials cited as justification for their disposal of the work, sketches a 
parallel between the sculpture’s transgression of this ordinance and the war.79 In one sense, this 
seems to be an allusion to the public display of viscera resulting from the carnage of war. More 
broadly, it draws attention to the way in which the execution of state violence is in excess of that 
                                                
77 Richard Meyer, Outlaw Representation: Censorship and Homosexuality in Twentieth-Century American 
Art (Oxford; New York: Oxford University Press, 2002). 
For further discussion of the controversy and eventual replacement of Warhol’s 13 Most Wanted Men see: 
Hilary Ballon and Richard Meyer, 13 Most Wanted Men: Andy Warhol and the 1964 World’s Fair: 
Conversations, ed. Larissa Harris and Media Farzin (Queens Museum/The Andy Warhol museum, 2015). 
78 As mentioned in the opening of the chapter the sign read:  
“A SCULPTURE WAS REMOVED FROM THIS AREA BY THE POLICE AFTER MIDNIGHT ON 5-
26-70. THE SCULPTURE OFFENDED HEALTH AND SAFETY CODE 4475-76 - - SO DOES WAR.” 
79 Harrison explained that he was almost disciplined by the university and charged with a misdemeanor on 
the basis of this law. I was unable to find any reference to it in the San Diego legal or health code, though 
my search was limited and the law may no longer be on the books. 
Harrison, Interview with author, op cit. 
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state’s own internal laws.80 The limitations placed on the actions of those protesting the war are 
always exceeded by the actions of those executing the war. Therefore, the sign implies the 
enforcement of a health and safety code to remove this sculpture must be seen, not as an action 
taken apolitically in the name of public safety, but as a symptom of the state’s monopoly on 
violence. 
Continuing the “state of emergency” declared by students, echoing and extending the 
various forms of violence they had sought to highlight, and acting against the ordered 
neutralization of a contested public space, Body Bags functions as a protest action, legible to all 
those immersed in the very recent, very local events of UCSD campus in May, 1970. As a protest 
action, its effect was not dependent on recognition of its status as ‘art,’ only familiarity with the 
political struggles going on around it. At the same time, it was equally legible as a kind of 
performative, temporary sculpture. It existed between various roles and interpellations in a way 
that distinguished it from more well known contemporaneous protests by artist groups in New 
York City.81 
                                                
80 See, for example, Benjamin’s discussion of the state’s monopoly on violence in his 1921 essay “A 
Critique of Violence,” in which he argues that the law always serves to prevent its subjects from 
infringing on the state’s unique right to commit violence. 
Walter Benjamin, “Critique of Violence,” in Walter Benjamin: selected writings (Cambridge, Mass.: 
Belknap, 2004), 236–52. 
81 Paul McCarthy’s 1976 performance at the Biltmore Hotel, Political Disturbance is an important 
descendent of both Body Bags and the various concurrent activities in New York. For the piece dressed in 
a mask that appeared to be racial stereotype of an Arab man, wore a kaffiyeh, while playing “Arab music” 
and throwing ketchup covered crucifixes, meat and other items down a stairwell at the hotel. Although 





33. Guerilla Art Action Group, Bloodbaths, 1969 
 
The most significant of these groups were the Art Worker’s Coalition (AWC) and the 
related Guerrilla Art Action Group (GAAG). The former group included many prominent 
Minimalist and Conceptual artists among its members, like Robert Morris, Carl Andre, Hans 
Haacke,   In May, 1969 AWC organized a march that included empty black body bags “marked 
with body counts and about 1,500 yard long banners bearing the names of American and 
Vietnamese war dead.”82 Later, in November of that same year, GAAG protested the Museum of 
Modern Art’s financial ties to the Vietnam War via wealthy donors with Bloodbaths (1969) in 
                                                
and bureaucratically, taking over a public stairwell in the hopes of, in McCarthy’s words, “getting a live 
performance to people who might not otherwise have gone to it.” 
Rebecca Peabody et al., eds., Pacific Standard Time: Los Angeles Art, 1945-1980, (Los Angeles: Getty 
Research Institute, 2011). 261 




which four men and women dressed entered MoMA’s lobby in suits and ties lined with concealed 
bags of blood and slammed into one another bursting the bags and drenching themselves in 
blood before falling to the ground screaming and moaning.83 These were just some of the more 
recent actions taken by artists around the country in response to the war.  Indeed, on May 18, 
1970, members of the AWC and others had formed the New York Art Strike against War, Racism, 
and Repression, a loosely organized group that demanded all New York museums close in 
response to the recent military and police violence in the US and abroad. Just a few days before 
Meat Piece, on May 22, the group organized a protest on the steps of the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, which had refused to close.84 These more recent AWC actions, while taken by artists, did 
not themselves function as art works. Some of GAAG works like Bloodbaths, did appear as 
performance art as much as protests, and were important precedents for Body Bags. But in nearly 
all of their actions, the institutional target was the art museum. In many ways, their protests 
developed directly out of the self-critical investigations of art’s conditions of possibility 
discussed in the prior two chapters. Sitting on Revelle Plaza, Body Bags had a strange status, 
both functioning as an art work and participating in an ongoing set of political struggles with no 
direct connection to the art world.  
Body Bags sits comfortably within the legacy of Happenings and performance as they 
had developed in both Europe and the United States since the 1950s. In its use of animal flesh 
and fluids, and evocation of the maimed human body, Body Bags recalls the 1960s work of 
                                                
83 Guerrilla Art Action Group, GAAG, the Guerrilla Art Action Group, 1969-1976: A Selection (New 
York: Printed Matter, 1978). 
84 Julia Bryan-Wilson, “Hard Hats and Art Strikes: Robert Morris in 1970,” The Art Bulletin 89, no. 2 
(June 1, 2007): 333–59. 
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Viennese Actionists like Otto Mühl, Günter Brus and Hermann Nitsch. Their first collective 
piece was Blood Organ (1962), which centered around the evisceration and crucifixion of a dead 
lamb. Perhaps the Actionists' most notorious performance Art and Revolution (1968) also 
occurred on a university campus. For the piece, they invaded a filled lecture hall at the 
University of Vienna masturbating, vomiting, urinating, beating themselves and singing the 
Austrian national anthem. Works like these were conceived, as the title of the 1968 performance 
implies, as a way of putting the shocking affective force of these substances to work in the 
service of a kind of amorphous political act. Yet, unlike Body Bags, these actions were not 
articulated within the specific language of ongoing political movements, and did not make 
reference to specific issues like the Vietnam War. Regardless, these pieces and many other 
performances by artists from Allan Kaprow to Wolf Vostell, Jean-Jacques Lebel and Claes 
Oldenburg had established an established generic tradition for Body Bags.85   
 If one considers the structure of the work rather than it's particular content or use of 
material, Body Bags took a form most akin to Kaprow’s late 1960s work.86 As discussed in the 
first chapter, Kaprow had taught at UCSD in 1968, and was a frequent visitor to the campus. His 
pieces like Fluids (1967), Transfer (1968) and the 1968 La Jolla Beach “fence-in,” were 
                                                
85 Harrison himself, and his wife Helen, had just begun their Making Earth series in 1970, also a kind of 
ongoing performative work, which involved the creation and distribution of fertile soil. 
86 Much of Newton and his wife and collaborator Helen Harrison’s work at the time was also indebted to 
this tradition. Around the same time as Body Bags, the Harrisons had begun producing their Making Earth 
(1970), in which the two artists would produce and use fertile soil. Within the next year they would make 
their first two “Survival” pieces, Hog Pasture: Survival Piece #1 (1970-1971) and Shrimp Farm, Survival 




participatory productions of temporary sculptural objects. The objects, piles of ice blocks or 
fences, serving not as permanent works but ephemeral loci for creative social interactions that 
were intertwined with and transformed by their environment. As Kaprow described it in a 1968 
interview, in these works, “[t]he environment is not a setting for a play…which is more 
important than the people; the accented or oblique activity within this environment is the event. 
There is an absolute flow between event and environment.”87 In Fluids, for example, participants 
built 30’ by 10’ by 8’ “enclosures” from ice blocks at various locations around Los Angeles. The 
construction of these enclosures, the participants’ collaborative work, and the slow dissolution of 
the resulting objects in the southern California heat were all part of the undifferentiated “flow” 
that constituted the piece. The object itself arises and dissipates within this “flow” rather than 
being the end result of it.  
 
 
34. Allan Kaprow, Fluids, 1967 
 
                                                
87 Richard Schechner and Allan Kaprow, “Extensions in Time and Space. An Interview with Allan 
Kaprow,” The Drama Review: TDR 12, no. 3 (1968): 153–59. 154 
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Body Bags similarly appeared as a temporary sculpture, collaboratively produced, and 
subject to transformation and destruction by the environment in which it was placed. However, 
where a work like Fluids emphasized the seamless flow between participants, event, objects and 
environment, in Body Bags these interactions become sites of social tension and political 
conflict. Fluids, as the name implies, presented the ostensible object at its center as merely a 
temporary configuration of a liquid which is constantly being transformed by its surroundings. In 
Body Bags that transformation was not effected by thermodynamic processes, but the inevitable 
reaction of the authorities to its disruption of public space. The various people who contributed 
to its creation, viewing and eventual destruction did not cohere into a momentarily unified 
collaborative whole. Instead, they played their roles in the piece’s existence by contesting the 
space Body Bags occupied. Kaprow’s “absolute flow between event and environment” becomes 
a way of constituting the work within the antagonistic forces attempting to dominate a public 
space. By redeploying the relatively familiar form of Kaprow’s late 1960s work, Body Bags 
functioned as a protest, while articulating itself intelligibly as an art work. Neither of these roles 
were either stable or definitive. Body Bags’ public was merely all those who encountered it as 
they walked across Revelle Plaza, itself a site of protests, performances and memorials, which 
provided no clear frame through which to view the work. Existing between these various, 
contingent roles, it was, perhaps, something like what Kaprow would dub “un-art” the following 
year.  
In his 1971 essay “The Education of the Un-Artist, Part 1,” Kaprow argued that “at this 
stage of consciousness” the art world “is merely an ‘in-group’ of creative professionals looking 
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at and critiquing themselves, “as if in a mirror.”88  If art is going to continue to be relevant it 
must find ways to participate in the world beyond the borders of the “art establishment.” 
Attempts to simply escape the art world, or make or do something that could not qualify as art, to 
make what he calls “nonart,” are self-defeating. Nonart “exists only fleetingly, like some 
subatomic particles, or perhaps only as a postulate…the moment any such example is offered 
publicly, it automatically becomes a type of art.”89  Moreover, those, like Kaprow himself, who 
aspire to make nonart always find it necessary to keep the “art establishment” informed of “their 
activities, to set into motion the uncertainties without which their acts would have no 
meaning.”90 In other words, for something to even register as nonart it must first be made visible 
to those institutions who could grant it that status by failing to accept it. Instead of simply trying 
to escape the “art establishment,” Kaprow argues that artists must redefine their profession, 
thinking of art not as an exclusive role but “as a stored code” that “would facilitate an attitude of 
deliberate playfulness toward all professionalizing activities well beyond art.”91 Art, in this 
sense, ceases to be a discipline, a job, or the creation of a specific kind of object, instead it is a 
way of approaching any “professionalizing activity” in which one finds oneself. Un-art is then 
                                                
88 Ibid. 103 
89 Allan Kaprow, “The Education of the Un-Artist, Part 1,” in Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life (Los 
Angeles: University of California Press, 2003), 97–109. 98 
 originally published as: 
Allan Kaprow, “The Education of the Un-Artist, Part 1,” Art News, February 1971. 
90 Ibid. 
91 Kaprow, “The Education of the Un-Artist, Part 1.” 104 
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merely any kind of activity that is conducted with the “ deliberate playfulness” peculiar to art’s 
“attitude.”92  
Kaprow’s notion of un-art removes art from any specific institutional setting, and any 
claim to modernist autonomy, it becomes a practice inextricably intertwined with the social and 
economic forces in which it takes place. As “only one of several possible functions a situation 
may have,” art “loses its privileged status and becomes, so to speak, a lowercase attribute.”93 It is 
a reconceptualization of art that runs parallel to Kerr’s reconceptualization of the university as 
the multiversity, and it is a description of the artist ideally suited for Kerr’s “inconsistent 
institution.” Kaprow, who spent his entire career teaching, often at large universities, was, 
perhaps unconsciously, outlining a vision in harmony with his own institutional location.94 Un-
art, like scholarship within the multiversity, must give up its dependence upon an exclusive 
existence within a particular community. Instead, becoming a constantly shifting practice 
dependent on the situations in which it finds itself. As Kaprow puts it, “an un-artist is one who is 
engaged in changing jobs, in modernizing.”95 “Modernizing” in this sentence appears 
synonymous with adapting oneself to the same demands of the “knowledge industry” of late 20
th
 
                                                
92 Ibid. 
93Kaprow, “The Education of the Un-Artist, Part 1.” 105 
94 In fact, not only Kaprow’s career, but his entire artistic development had occurred within an academic 
environment. Before beginning to teach, Kaprow received his B.A. from New York University, and his 
M.A. in Art History from Columbia University, and subsequently studied at the Hans Hofmann School of 
Fine Arts and the New School for Social Research. He then went on to teach at Rutgers University, Pratt 
Institute, the State University of New York at Stony Brook and the California Institute of the Arts 
(CalArts), before eventually taking a position at UCSD in 1974, which he kept until 1993. 
95 Kaprow, “The Education of the Un-Artist, Part 1.” 105   
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century capitalism around which Kerr structured the multiversity. An un-artist is not someone 
who simply changes the job of the artist, but is always, endlessly “engaged in changing jobs.” 
Like the scholar in the multiversity, they are not beholden to a particular commitment to a 
discipline or subject, but form their practice around whatever job they find themselves 
performing. It is the artist reimagined under the terms of what writers like Daniel Bell would call 
the “post-industrial society,” and later theorists would call “post-Fordism,” the flexibilized 
laborers responding to a constantly shifting series of demands aimed towards the production of 
immediately valuable knowledge.96  
Body Bags was a kind of un-art; it manifests itself as a “situation” with “several possible 
functions.” It existed in between various disciplines and various publics within the “vast city” of 
the multiversity, moving among interpellations as course assignment, sculpture, and protest. This 
was something different than Rosler’s immersion of her photomontage within the print culture of 
the antiwar movement, each of Body Bags’ roles existed as “lowercase attributes,” including its 
role in the antiwar and civil rights movements on campus. Unlike Kaprow's un-art, it did not 
merely manifest a "playful attitude" while otherwise fulfilling its institutional or professional 
demands. Instead, it existed in a contradiction between such demands and its role in a political 
                                                
96 As Paolo Virno puts it: “What are the principal qualities demanded of wage laborers today? Empirical 
observation suggests the following: habitual mobility, the ability to keep pace with extremely rapid 
conversions, adaptability in every enterprise, flexibility in moving from one group of rules to another, 
aptitude for both banal and omnilateral linguistic interaction, command of the flow of information, and 
the ability to navigate among limited possible alternatives.” 
Paolo Virno, “The Ambivalence of Disenchantment,” in Radical Thought in Italy: A Potential Politics, ed. 
Paolo Virno and Michael Hardt (University Of Minnesota Press, 2006), 13–36. 14  




struggle that was incompatible with them. Body Bags was conceived as a way of responding to 
the ongoing student strike while continuing to make art, continuing to allow Sekula and the rest 
of the students as well as the professor, Harrison, to fulfill their obligations to the course while 
participating in a strike against all such activities. Body Bags was coursework as decoy for art as 




























In a generic sense, Body Bags was a typical example of art produced on university 
campuses during these years. Kaprow’s ideas, as well as those of fellow Fluxus affiliated artists 
Robert Watts, Alison Knowles and Ken Friedman, about the artwork as open ended, often 
collaborative event, were central to the flowering of arts education at newly founded universities 
around California in the late 1960s and early 1970s.97 Three new art programs were founded at 
this time on the three new UC campuses that opened during Kerr’s tenure, each one marked by a 
sustained interest in the legacy of Happenings and performance art. By 1970, Kaprow had, of 
course, taught at UCSD before taking a permanent position at the California Institute of the Arts 
in Valencia (CalArts), and he would return to the UC campus as a full time faculty member in 
                                                
97 The development of Fluxus itself was strongly intertwined with the history of arts education in the 
university, with much of the early development of the movement occurring at Rutgers University during 
Kaprow and Watts’ time there. For more on the connection between Fluxus and the university see: 
Geoffrey Hendricks, ed., Critical Mass: Happenings, Fluxus, Performance, Intermedia, and Rutgers 
University, 1958-1972 (New Brunswick, N.J.; London: Rutgers University Press, 2003). 
Joan Marter, ed., Off Limits: Rutgers University and the Avant-Garde, 1957-1963 (Newark, N.J.: New 
Brunswick, N.J: Rutgers University Press, 1999). 
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1974. Friedman taught at the Experimental College at San Francisco State College, and had put 
on happenings at San Diego State College while running a Fluxus West center in the city.98 Watts 
was one of the founders of the Experimental Arts Workshop (EAW), which opened in 1969 at the 
University of California, Santa Cruz (UCSC).99 As part of the program at EAW, Watts and his 
students and colleagues would put on regular happenings together as the Fur Family, one such 
event, the elaborate Fur Family Parade (1969) was held on Revelle Plaza a year before Body 
Bags in March, 1969100 
The university was an ideal home for such activities that necessitated supplementary 
documentation and explanation. As Howard Singerman has argued, the growth of visual arts 
within the university was contingent on its ability to appear as a form of research akin to other 
academic disciplines. As a researcher, the artist “has a fundable place in the university.”101 
Although Singerman traces this development from the initial growth of fine arts programs in the 
early 20
th
 century through the impact of the Bauhaus on U.S. arts education in the 1940s, and 
vast expansion of undergraduate education in the 1950s, he points to the late 1960s as the period 
in which “visual arts” became a common academic discipline studied at both the undergraduate 
and graduate level. The foundation of UCSD’s Visual Arts department in 1967 and the near 
                                                
98  Friedman, Ken. Happening as Education. San Diego, 1966. 
99 Moss. “Beyond the White Cell: Experimentation/Education/Intervention in California Circa 1970.” 157 
100 Robert Watts, “Experimental Workshop,” in Critical Mass: Happenings, Fluxus, Performance, 
Intermedia, and Rutgers University, 1958-1972 (Rutgers University Press, 2003). 
Originally published in a 1969 report on arts education initiatives supported by the Carnegie Foundation: 
Proposals for Art Education, New York, N.Y: Carnegie Corporation of New York, 1969. 
101 Howard Singerman, Art Subjects: Making Artists in the American University (Berkeley, Calif: 
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simultaneous opening of visual arts departments at University of California, Irvine (UCI) and 
UCSC were a part of this rapid expansion of arts education in the university. In these programs, 
emphasis was placed on the student’s ability to explain their work articulately, both grounding it 
in art historical reference and demonstrating those ways in which it differentiated itself from its 
precedents, rather than teaching specific technical or artisanal skills. In the case of UCSD, early 
evidence of this can be seen in administrators’ initial desire to hire art critic Max Kozloff as head 
of the department, rather than a practicing artist, and their choice to hire, David Antin, a critic 
and poet, as part of the original faculty.102 Even the term “visual arts,” which, as well as being 
used at UCSD, increasingly replaced “fine arts” in departmental names around the country, 
emphasized the work of conception and design over handicraft.103 As Singerman puts it the “final 
product” of the artist in the university “is not the specific artwork as it fulfills a function or 
answers a particular need, but research, the production of new knowledge, in the discipline of art 
practice as art historical culture.”104 The visual arts, like any other department within Kerr’s 
                                                
102 The Provost of Muir College and founder of the Visual Arts department described in a 1984 interview 
how his initial faculty search involved driving up to the Artforum offices in Los Angeles and asking them 
who to hire.  
He recalls telling them, “The kind of people that you write about and that write in your magazine 
that’s who we’re interested in.” At first, they were apparently, “absolutely dumfounded.” However, they 
eventually recovered and pointed Stewart to Kozloff, who was not available, but recommended Paul 
Brach, who became the first head of department before leaving for CalArts a year later.   
John L. Stewart, Interview with Dr. John L. Stewart, Provost, Muir College, UCSD, July 24, 1984, 
interview by Kathryn Ringrose, July 24, 1984, http://library.ucsd.edu/dc/object/bb3072749x. 
103 Singerman, Art Subjects. 70-71 
104 Singerman, in this sentence, is expanding upon the ideas of a dissertation on the development of 
Abstract Expressionism in the university written by William Seitz in 1955. 
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“inconsistent institution,” were required to play their role in the knowledge industry.  Works 
themselves always necessitated the supplement of the student’s discourse. The “specific artwork” 
could disappear, or, even, never entirely be visible as long as it was described and justified in a 
way that allowed it to be considered legitimate research within the field of “art historical 
culture.” This not only created an ideal home for Happenings and performance art, but also 
Conceptual art. As Judith Adler argues in her 1979 sociological study of the California Institute 
of the Arts, “Conceptual art of the sixties- with its treatises and its theses, its substitution of 
publications for exhibitions, and its redefinition of works of art -- appears to be a genre of 
academic art finely adapted to the pressures of the university habitat.”105 
Art could go elsewhere, as long as its absence was supplemented by the discourse of its 
producer. It is not that this was impossible in a gallery setting where a salable commodity was 
generally required. The sale of documentation, instructions, and other traces of absent or 
nonexistent art objects had become relatively common by the early 1970s.106 However, if art is 
treated as a form of research within the university, these practices become not only possible, but 
seamless. Art does not have to be transformed into a salable object, the art work, whether salable 
or not, has to be translated into fundable, legitimate academic discourse.  
                                                
Singerman, Art Subjects. 152 
William C. Seitz, “Abstract-Expressionist Painting in America: An Interpretation Based on the Work and 
Thoughts of Six Key Figures” (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1955). 
105 Judith E. Adler, Artists in Offices: An Ethnography of an Academic Art Scene (New Brunswick, N.J: 
Transaction Publishers, 1979). 17 
106 see, for example, Alexander Alberro’s discussion of this phenomenon in: 
Alexander Alberro, Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2003). 
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This dynamic was also not unique to the university. Rosalind Krauss, in her 1977 essay 
Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America, characterized the central issue of this entire period 
as the relationship between an art work that is a mute, indexical trace and a necessary discursive 
supplement.107 The index, as defined by Charles Sanders Peirce, is a sign that is a trace of some 
prior event, like a fingerprint, a scar, tire tracks, or, most consequently, a photograph. Such signs 
are, in Roland Barthes’ words, “a message without a code,” they function as evidence of some 
event, but only through the assistance of an explanation of some kind that could pull this mute 
trace into language. For Krauss, this is rooted in the legacy of Marcel Duchamp’s Readymades, 
objects that only exist as art works through their entrance into a discourse that would frame them 
as such. This relationship between an artwork and its necessary supplement might not have been 
unique to the university, but it finds a particularly welcoming home in the status of art as 
research, where the necessity for discourse is not a result of the peculiar nature of the art work as 
index, but a disciplinary requirement of any art work, regardless of its semantic plenitude.  
Body Bags was authorized in advance with regard to its academic disciplinary 
requirements, as an assignment for a course. In Harrison’s framing, it was a kind of 
experimental, likely ironic, exploration of the possibility of revolutionary art. Harrison’s 
skeptical conception of the assignment’s political ambitions had little bearing on its fate once it 
appeared in Revelle Plaza. Its origination or destination as research did not delimit the publics 
into which it would enter or the roles it would play within them, which were determined, instead, 
                                                




by its engagement with the diverse antagonistic communities that crossed the Quad during its 
existence. 
With the professor and class present for its conception, execution and reception, Body 
Bags did not require post-facto documentation to be recognized in its role as coursework. Still, 
although Lonidier did not consider himself a participant in the piece at the time, it is only 
through his photographs that the work remains more than a fleeting trace in the art historical 
archive.108  The work may have appeared on Revelle Plaza already as, among other things, art, 
but it is visible as such today due, in large part, to these images. This relationship between a 
performance, event or construction located in a specific space and time and its documentation 
was intrinsic to much post-Minimalist, performance, and Conceptual art. Perhaps the most well 
known description of this idea was Robert Smithson’s notion of site and non-site. Smithson’s 
writing was familiar to Sekula, who has noted that the older artist’s work impacted his early 
thinking about sculpture.109 Developed over a series of essays and works during the late 1960s, 
for Smithson the site/nonsite articulated a relationship between a specific location, a site, and its 
reproduction, the non-site, which could be a museum, a magazine, even a television broadcast. 
As Smithson wrote in 1968, “Between the actual site…and The Non-Site itself exists a space of 
                                                
108 Lonidier has repeatedly stated that he did not consider himself one of the collaborative participants in 
the piece. This may have been because he was not present during the class in which it was originally 
conceived. Sekula, by contrast, does cite Lonidier as a co-participant. 
Lonidier. Interview with author. op cit. 
Allan Sekula and Benjamin H. D Buchloh, “Conversation between Allan Sekula and Benjamin H. D. 
Buchloh,” in Allan Sekula: Performance Under Working Conditions, ed. Sabine Breitwieser (Wien: 
Generali Foundation, 2003), 21–52. 
109 Sekula and Buchloh, “Conversation between Allan Sekula and Benjamin H. D. Buchloh.” 21 
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metaphoric significance. It could be that ‘travel’ in this space is a vast metaphor.”110 Lawrence 
Alloway later described the site/non-site relationship as essentially the relationship between a 
signifier and signified.111 The site only comes to meaning, to enter into discourse, through the 
creation and display of the non-site. Smithson’s description accurately captures the logic of an 
array of contemporaneous post-Minimalist, Conceptual and performance works, whether or not 
their creators were aware of his writings.112 This logic was particularly prevalent in the range of 
work made in and around art departments throughout southern California in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s. Between 1968 and 1973, Chris Burden, then a student at UCI, would make his first 
performances, Suzanne Lacy, Judy Chicago and Faith Wilding were making installations and 
performances and Sekula's former teacher John Baldessari was creating performative, 
Conceptual photo-series at CalArts, while closer to home at UCSD, Eleanor Antin was making 
her first photographed performances, with Steinmetz, and sometimes Lonidier, serving as 
photographers.113  
                                                
110 This text was only published posthumously in the collection below: 
Robert Smithson, “A Provisional Theory of Non-Sites,” in Robert Smithson: The Collected Writings, ed. 
Jack Flam, Reprint edition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996). 
111 Lawrence Alloway, “Sites/Nonsites,” in Robert Smithson: Sculpture, ed. Robert Hobbs (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1981). 
112 For a discussion of this dynamic specifically as it pertains to photography and Conceptual art, see: 
Steve Edwards, “Photography out of Conceptual Art,” in Themes in Contemporary Art, ed. Gillian Perry 
and Paul Wood (Yale University Press, 2004), 137–82. 
113 It is also worth noting that, as Judith Rodenbeck has argued, Kaprow himself began integrating 
photography more directly into his practice around this time. 
Judith F. Rodenbeck, “Foil,” in Experiments in the Everyday: Allan Kaprow and Robert Watts--Events, 
Objects, Documents, ed. Benjamin H. D. Buchloh and Judith F. Rodenbeck (New York: Miriam & IRA D. 





35. Allan Sekula, Meat Mass (installation view the 2003 exhibition “Performance Under Working 
Conditions” at the Generali Foundation, Vienna, Austria), 1971 
 
In late 1971 and early 1972, Sekula would create several works for a photography course 
taught by Steinmetz, that relied on this definition of the work as split between site and non-site, 
signifier and signified.114 These works consisted of nearly private actions, which were then 
photographed for later exhibition. Unlike Body Bags, they essentially had no public prior to their 
existence as photographs, and their reproduction was not a secondary act beyond the works 
themselves, but the sole way in which they would appear. 
 
                                                
114 Karolina Ziebinska-Lewandowska, “A Short Autobiography de Allan Sekula,” Les Cahiers Du Musée 




36. Allan Sekula, Meat Mass (detail), 1971 
 
Box Car (1971) and Meat Mass (1972) were the first of these pieces. In Box Car, Sekula 
played the role of a “hobo” riding a train taking photographs out of the open door of “a rail-
freight wagon as it passed near a chemical research and development plant” where he had 
worked as a technician in 1969. The resulting photographs become images of his former 
employer from a moderately illegal vantage point, that alluded to a history of strategies for living 
as much as possible without the need for a wage. For Meat Mass, the second of the two pieces, 
Sekula took on the role of a thief, going to a local Safeway and stealing some of their most 
expensive cuts of meat, later throwing it onto a freeway. The theft of meat from this particular 
chain was symbolically loaded in several ways. At the time Safeway was facing boycotts by the 
United Farm Worker’s for selling produce picked by non-union ‘scabs.’115 Meat prices were also 
                                                
115 The boycotts, lead by Cesar Chavez and the UFW continued in various forms from 1970 through 1974. 
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at historic highs, due to both inflation and decreased supply. Inflation had become so extreme 
that President Richard Nixon had introduced price controls in August of the previous year.116 
Safeway would even take out an ad around this time encouraging consumers to buy things other 
than meat, what it called “inflation fighters…[that] can be substituted for more expensive 
foods.”117 Sekula targeted a commodity both being sold by a company fighting against labor 
rights, and whose price had become subject to the seemingly irrational effects of global markets. 
Robbed of their role in earning income for Safeway, they were transformed into minor obstacles 
to the flows of transit upon which the California economy depended. It was a rigorous, if entirely 
symbolic, anti-capitalist gesture. In each of these cases, the act itself constituted a minor 
disruption of either capitalist exchange or the boundaries of private property. In and of 
                                                
The purchase of meat from Safeway was apparently an issue of some controversy between 
Lonidier, Rosler and Sekula. According to Rosler, Lonidier refused to fully participate in the boycott 
because the store carried a particular kind of meat that he liked. It is possible that Meat Mass was, among 
other things, a sly joke at Lonidier’s expense.  
“Chavez Calls for Boycott of Chain in Lettuce Dispute,” Los Angeles Times, September 21, 1970. 
Harry Bernstein, “Farm Workers Will End Safeway Stores Boycott: AFL-CIO in Return to Back Drive 
Against Grapes and Lettuce BOYCOTT,” Los Angeles Times, April 9, 1974. 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
116 Nixon’s decision was announced in an August 15 speech in which he justified the action on the basis of 
increasing the competitiveness of American businesses abroad and fighting against unfair foreign 
practices of currency manipulation. This move would later be seen, especially by many liberal 
economists, to have encouraged the economic downturn in the United States throughout much of the 
1970s. 
Richard Nixon, Richard Nixon: Speeches, Writings, Documents (Princeton University Press, 2010). 217 




themselves, however, they did not constitute any particular threat to these systems, or any 
significant form of protest, since they lacked any real public. Instead, they only became publicly 
visible through their documentation. They inverted the terms of Body Bags, which played a 
public, political role during its temporary existence on Revelle Plaza, with no planned public 
display of its photographic documentation. As photographed performances, they echoed the work 
made by Eleanor Antin at the time. She began one of her most ambitious series “The King” in 
1972, with, as mentioned above, the assistance of Steinmetz. For this work she developed a 
fictional male monarch for the town of Solana Beach, ‘The King of Solana Beach,’ in which she 
performed in various situations around the area. The performances themselves, although not 
nearly as invisible as Sekula’s, were a means to the production of the photographs. Baldessari 
was working in a similar vein, producing idiosyncratic photographed acts like, Centering 
Bouncing Ball (1971).118 For Baldessari, Antin, Sekula and many other artists at California 
universities at the time, photographic documentation opened up the possibility of producing an 
ephemeral performance as a lasting image. In Sekula’s case this allowed near invisible 
disruptions of “large technological and economic systems” to be made public.119  
 The third piece Sekula made for Steinmetz’ course was Untitled Slide Sequence. 
As discussed in the first chapter, for this work Sekula photographed worker’s leaving the General 
Dynamics factory just north of UCSD campus, standing in a position where an activist 
                                                
118 Sekula also notes seeing documentation of Vito Acconci’s performances in the magazine Avalanche 
and looking at Ed Ruscha’s late 1960s photo-books.  
Sekula and Buchloh, “Conversation between Allan Sekula and Benjamin H. D. Buchloh.” 24 
119 Debra Risberg, “Imaginary Economies: An Interview with Allan Sekula,” in Dismal Science: Photo 
Works, 1972-1996 (Normal: University Galleries, Illinois State University, 1999), 235–51. 240 
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distributing literature might have stood, and continuing to shoot until he was removed by 
security.120 The photographic series is then the result of a simple pre-set task, in the vein of 
Baldessari’s contemporaneous conceptual gestures, interrupted by the repressive force of a 
corporate security. Sekula does not directly appear in any of the images, unlike Meat Mass and 
Box Car, and the events being documented are not primarily of his own creation. As Sekula 
would later recall,  
    
“There was a performative dimension to all of these actions, especially since all were 
predicated on trespassing and other misdemeanors. But there was a way in which the 
observational and more strictly ‘photographic’ properties of the exercise had won out by 
the third effort. I was convinced that documentation was more interesting than the action 
itself.”121 
 
If Meat Mass and Box Car reversed the terms of Body Bags, making documentation 
primary rather than secondary, with Untitled Slide Sequence the nature of that documentation 
begins to shift. This is no longer simply a documented performance, but the documentation of an 
                                                
120 The work’s relationship to its institutional location and ongoing political events is further illuminated 
by the discussion of the funding of UCSD and the struggles over military research that were ongoing 
between 1968 and 1973. This was not just an image of worker’s leaving a factory, but images of worker’s 
leaving a factory that was, in many ways, an extension of Sekula’s university, and the object of student 
protest. It almost resembles a kind of institutional critique, in the vein of Hans Haacke’s contemporaneous 
MoMA Poll and Shapolsky et. al., although Sekula’s choice to photograph the workers at the plant rather 
than highlight its financial ties to the university, shift the work away from a self-reflexive investigation of 
its own conditions of possibility. Moreover, in the contest of the multifarious multiversity, the connection 
between Sekula’s work and a particular funder is far more ambiguous. 
121 Sekula and Buchloh, “Conversation between Allan Sekula and Benjamin H. D. Buchloh.”. 21-22 
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event that was only partially provoked by Sekula. As the artist later described it, documentation 
begins to become something like documentary:  
 
 
“[A]ction-art seemed to devolve into artistic self-aggrandizement. I became less 
interested in the petty criminal and transient as romantic disguises, and more interested in 
documentation, especially in the ambiguity of the documentary function and the esthetic 
modesty and worldliness of the photograph, I was drawn to a very mundane idea of 
documentary: something very direct, undirected by obvious esthetic treatment. And I 
began to think it might be possible to photograph everyday life- leaving a factory, or 
housework -as if it were performance.”122 
  
In this quote Sekula charts the development of his work between 1971 and 1972 in the 
semantic shift between “documentation” and “documentary.” The use of the photography as 
documentation of nearly private “action-art” opens onto the possibility of documentary of the 
world “as if it were performance.”  
Both Body Bags and Rosler’s photomontages developed strategies to produce work 
within the publics most central to the social and political questions they addressed. Body Bags’ 
utilizes its indeterminate location within an “inconsistent institution” in the midst of political 
upheaval to play multiple roles, including functioning as a kind of art work. However, both Body 
Bags and Rosler’s photomontages relied on, without integrating, later mediations for their 
continued visibility. In Meat Mass and Box Car this mediation becomes integral, but the acts 
being documented are produced only for the purpose of their latter photographic existences. With 
Untitled Slide Sequence, the photographs no longer merely document an individual private act, 
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but the results of an event only partially produced by Sekula’s presence. They are the trace of a 
conflict between antagonistic social forces. Three months after Sekula made Untitled Slide 
Sequence, in 29 Arrests, Lonidier extends this logic, structuring his documentation around the 





























On May 4, 1972, a group of 1200 people marched on the 11
th
 Naval District 
Headquarters in downtown San Diego, accompanied by “several musicians [and] some federal 
and local agents.123” The event, which was part of a “nationwide moratorium called to protest 
Nixon’s escalation of the war in Indochina,” was timed to coincide with the second anniversary 
of the Kent and Jackson State shootings.124  The city was tense with the Republican National 
Convention scheduled to occur there in a few months, and officials anxious to present an 
                                                
123 Daniel Buchbinder, “85 Arrested in War Protest,” Triton Times, May 5, 1972. 
“Before the Bust,” Triton Times, May 9, 1972. 
124 A few days or weeks earlier there had been a meeting on campus called by the WLF during which the 
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possible that this was the origin of the May 4th protest. However, there is no further information on the 
planning of the protest, beyond this article reporting the meeting, so it is impossible to say with certainty.  
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“Arrested Group Releases Statement,” Triton Times, May 19, 1972. 
Buchbinder, “85 Arrested in War Protest.” 
 
232 
appearance of order.125 Several helicopters cruised overhead as the crowd moved through the 
city. Police officers both in uniform and in plainclothes observed warily.126 After they reached 
the Naval District Headquarters “nearly a hundred of the protestors sat down in the entrance, 
blocking it.”127 A few hours later, the police “declared it an unlawful assembly” and told the 
crowd to move on. When the protestors refused, the police began arresting them. In the words of 
the Triton Times reporters, “With a crowd of 200 cheering them as they were led into a County 
Sheriff’s bus and SDPD paddy wagons, those arrested were taken to the county jail and charged 
with trespassing on federal property, unlawful assembly and failure to disperse.”128 Lonidier was 
there, having participated in the march, but he did not join those who blocked the entrance to the 
headquarters. He had his camera with him, as he nearly always did. At the time, he was also a 
few days away from hanging his MFA thesis show. As the police descended on the protesters, 
Lonidier was neither concerned nor surprised. By 1972, he says, “This has become a regular 
thing, the police knew what to expect and so did the protesters.”129 Lonidier had been both 
                                                
125 In fact, the now notoriously disastrous plan to hold the Republican National Convention in San Diego, 
would be officially cancelled on May 5th, the next day, after a litany of problems ranging from public 
corruption to fear of protester.  
Vincent S. Ancona, “When the Elephants Marched out of San Diego: The 1972 Republican Convention 
Fiasco,” The Journal of San Diego History 38, no. 4 (Fall 1992), 
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129 In fact, five Vietnam veterans had been arrested at the headquarters just a few weeks earlier after 
declaring themselves to be war criminals and demanding a response from the Naval authorities. 
“Five Arrested At 11th Naval District Headquarters,” Triton Times, April 25, 1972. 
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attending and  photographing demonstrations since the mid-1960s, and was well acquainted with 
their almost ritualized rhythms. One part of this familiar routine was the police documentation of 
those arrested. So, as Lonidier tells it, “When I saw a policemen lining up to take photographs, I 
wondered what would happen if I took the photos. So, I decided to step behind him and start 
taking photographs myself.”130 He began photographing with an unused roll of 35mm film and 
stopped when the roll was finished. The unedited contents of that roll became 29 Arrests: 
Headquarters of the 11th Naval District, May 4, 1972, San Diego. 
 
 
37. Fred Lonidier, 29 Arrests (detail), 1972 
 
The images are presented in the order in which Lonidier shot them. In the first 
photograph in the series, which is marked with light leaks that commonly occur on the initial 
frames of a film roll, a young woman and a police officer stand side by side. Although he is 
restraining her, she is smiling, and he looks towards Lonidier’s camera almost smiling himself. 
                                                
Lonidier, Interview with author, op cit. 
130 Lonidier, Interview with author, op cit. 
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In the next image two officers appear in the foreground facing away from Lonidier, one is so 
close to the artist’s camera that only his helmet and the collar of his shirt are visible. The other, 
slightly farther away, can be seen raising a camera to his face. The arrested protestor looks at the 
officer’s camera and gives an absurd smile, slightly crossing his eyes. In the third image, the 
police officer with the camera is again in the process of taking a shot, but the young woman 
being arrested smiles warmly at Lonidier’s camera instead. This pattern roughly repeats itself 
throughout the next few images, with those arrested looking alternately at the officer and 
Lonidier’s camera, their expressions changing accordingly.131 In the ninth image two different 
protestors are visible. The man in front smiles broadly towards Lonidier, flashing the peace sign, 
behind him a woman tilts her head playfully to the side also smiling at the artist. Stepping in, 
behind the officer, Lonidier offered the people taken into custody an alternative opportunity at 
self-representation. He has said that he did not know any of the protestors, but Lonidier’s 
appearance, and perhaps his demeanor, clearly conveyed to many of them that he was a 
sympathetic figure. Far from a passive document of the event, 29 Arrests uses the camera to 
intervene within the relationship between the arrested protesters and their documentation by the 
police, providing a second opportunity for them to appear in something beyond a criminal 
database. Rather than simply being a recording of their arrests, the work becomes a trace of the 
relationships produced between Lonidier, the police officers and the protesters. 
                                                
131 Constance Lewallen asserts that 29 Arrests “reveals the incongruity of the police, with their helmets 
and protective visors, and the smiling, unthreatening young arrestees.” Although this is true in some 
cases, in many of the images the protestors are, if not threatening, at least, mocking or hostile towards the 
police.  
Constance Lewallen, “A Larger Stage,” in State of Mind: New California Art circa 1970 (Berkeley 





38. Fred Lonidier, 29 Arrests (detail, installation view from Lonidier’s 1972 MFA thesis show), 1972 
 
In the tenth image this relationship becomes more complicated as a woman with a tape 
recorder leans in from the right interviewing the woman who was smiling in the previous frame 
while the officer appears to reload his camera. The protestor's expression is hard to read, her 
brow slightly furrowed and her mouth open as if she is speaking or trying to think of something 
to say. She seems to be looking off into the middle distance, not directly at any of the cameras 
pointed at her. Towards the end of the series, a local television reporter with a television camera 
takes the place of the police officer. In each of those frames, both the arrested protestor and 
officers restraining them, stand slightly straighter looking towards the reporter’s camera as if 
they are posing for a portrait. With the presence of the television camera, Lonidier’s own camera 
appears to be forgotten. Both the police and the protestors having immediately become more 
concerned with their appearance on T.V. than in the artist’s photographs. In the final frames what 
appears to be a different police officer re-enters the image. Lonidier is farther off to the side at 
this point, the police bus is visible, and the protestors look neither at him nor the officer but at 
something or someone else beyond the frame to the left. Lonidier's presence seems to recede 
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from the ongoing events in these images, but at this point that absence is no longer the default, 
objective stance of an outside observer, but the result of other forces intervening in this complex 
relationship between cameras, subjects and photographers. Taken as a whole 29 Arrests is the 
document of an event produced by the contest between multiple acts of photographic and filmic 
reproduction and the attempts by some of the subjects of that reproduction to respond to, and 
perhaps take some measure of control over, their interpellation within it.  
 
 
39. Fred Lonidier, 29 Arrests (detail), 1972 
 
Lonidier’s role in this contest is, at first glance, ambiguous. One recent reviewer noted 
that the piece "makes no judgment in favor of either group" but aims to produce an "(apparently) 
impartial depiction of events."132 This is only partially accurate. There is little sense of 
"judgment" in his repetitious framing, but, as we have seen, Lonidier's camera is, by definition, 
                                                




not "impartial" precisely because it fundamentally alters the situation it depicts. By stepping in 
behind the police and raising his camera, the artist undermines the exclusive authority of either 
the police or the news media to produce the arrestees as subjects, and, by making himself and his 
camera visible, provided those who noticed him with another opportunity to present themselves. 
The act of taking the photographs becomes an act on behalf of the arrested protestors and against 
the police.  
In Sekula’s 1971 Triton Times article “Notes on a Specific Case of Police Harassment,” 
discussed in the first chapter, he articulated an understanding of police photograph as a way of 
producing the subject as criminal.133 As Sekula would argue over a decade later, the 
“instrumental potential” of photography, derived from its status as objective evidence, allowed it 
to be put to work in the classification and ordering of subjects. It is “a system of representation 
capable of functioning both honorifically and repressively (emphasis in original).”134 On the one 
hand, portrait photography potentially allows one to construct and present an ideal self. On the 
other hand, particularly when integrated with various bureaucratic archives, like the police file, it 
was able to mark its subject as “deviant” and “facilitate” their control. The photographs that 
Lonidier takes, not only allow the protestors a different moment of appearance beyond the police 
photograph, but take in the conditions that frame the production of the police photograph. They 
reveal the police images to be, just as much as Lonidier’s own, not the authentic trace of each 
individual it captures, but an image produced only through the repressive, often physical, control 
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of its subjects, arguing against the presumption of objectivity that undergirds their “instrumental 
realism.” 
Of course, the police were not the only ones on the scene, the news and television 
reporters present were also producing the arrested protestors in their own discourse. Arrests were 
often the ‘peg’ for news stories on protests. The Triton Times story, “85 Arrested in War Protest,” 
was no exception.135 As Todd Gitlin notes in his own survey of coverage of SDS and the antiwar 
movement during the mid-late 1960s, “the great proportion of stories…begin with the fact of 
arrests on both headlines and leads.”136 They allowed a simple, “unequivocal,” quantitative way 
of assessing an event, and “they are unusual: people are voluntarily getting arrested.”137 The 
arrest, therefore, had become one of the primary ways in which protestors appeared in the media. 
Gitlin describes the contradictions inherent in this dynamic. On the one hand, 
“arrests…democratize access to news for powerless and dissident groups.”138 On the other hand, 
they allow that access to be essentially under the control of the police. The police are the ones 
who choose to arrest protestors or not, and “the power to define news is…turned over to the 
police.”139 The “gamble” that protestors must make is that the choice of the police to do so will 
“backfire.”140 The chance of this gamble succeeding is, of course, dependent not simply on the 
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coverage of the media, but the nature of that coverage. One of the few mentions of the protest 
beyond the Triton Times, came in an article on all the May 4th protests around the country, the 
headline read simply, “Small Turnout for Protests.”141 In using the arrest to garner media 
attention the protesters are both at the whim of the choices of the police and the choices of those 
covering whatever action the police decide to take. 
Lonidier, of course, was aware of this dynamic, and, as mentioned above, viewed the 
arrests as a routine event. On the one hand, Lonidier follows Gitlin’s description of the media’s 
reliance on the police to produce the news to the point of parody. Allowing the choice of the 
police officers to photograph the protesters to determine his own choice to do so. On the other 
hand, by tying himself so directly to the actions of the police he is able to systematically 
undermine each of their acts of photographic interpellation, rather than simply provide 
photographs that presented the protestors in a positive light or ‘humanized’ them.142 It is in this 
way that Lonidier’s indebtedness to the recent history of Conceptual art becomes clear. In both 
its title and its repetition of similar photographic images, 29 Arrests specifically recalls Ed 
Ruscha's artists books of the 1960s and 1970s. Lonidier has confirmed that this was a conscious 
reference.143 Buchloh has described the piece as situated in "explicit oppositional citationality to 
                                                
141 United Press International, “Small Turnout For Protests,” Desert Sun, May 5, 1972. 
142 Lonidier’s earlier photographs had often attempted to provide a sympathetic view on those in the 
antiwar and draft resistance movements that he documented. He had spent many years at this point 
documenting protests, since his days in the draft resistance in Seattle in that mid-1960s, but 29 Arrests 
looks nothing like his previous, sympathetic portrayals of activists. 
143 Lonidier, Interview with author, op cit. 
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Ed Ruscha's oeuvre of books."144 For Buchloh, 29 Arrests cites Ruscha in order to set itself 
against the older artist’s evacuation of any “space of political agency and agitation.”145 However, 
Lonidier does not so much cite Ruscha in order to critique him, as adapt his technique to more 
precisely work against the photographic documentation of the police. Although the number in 
Lonidier’s title echoes Ruscha’s Twentysix Gasoline Stations most closely, it is Ruscha’s later 
Every Building on the Sunset Strip (1966) that seems to provide the closest model. For that work, 
Ruscha produced exactly what the title implied, a photograph of every building on a single 
portion of Sunset Boulevard in Los Angeles. The photographs then are a reflection of the simple 
rules Ruscha outlined in advance, rather than his idiosyncratic, subjective choice. This use of a 
pre-set system was an element of a range of photo-conceptualist works from the late 1960s to the 
mid 1970s, including those of Baldessari discussed earlier and pieces like Douglas Huebler’s 
Variable Piece #70 (In Process) (1971-), in which the latter artist set about photographing 
“everyone alive.”146  Lonidier similarly establishes a set of rules in advance that dictates his 
choice of photographs, however, in this case those rules tie his photographs to the police system 
for documenting those taken into custody. The result is a counter-archive to that of the police. 
Rather than simply a series of flattering photographs of protesters, 29 Arrests reveals the 
techniques used to produce their photographic evidence, and provides the arrested protestors 
fleeting moments to break the frame of the police camera. If the media take police action to 
                                                
144 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, “Allan Sekula, or What Is Photography?,” Grey Room - (Spring 2014): 116–
29. 123 
145 Ibid. 
146 Buchloh, in fact, compare Huebler’s work with Sekula’s Aerospace Folktales in his most recent article 
on the latter artist.  
Buchloh, “Allan Sekula, or What Is Photography?” 123-125 
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constitute the facts of a protest, Lonidier takes as his subject those repressive forces through 




40. Fred Lonidier, Conceptual War, 1970 
 
The series was included in Lonidier’s MFA thesis show, which opened less than two 
weeks after the protest, on May 16
th 
 in the university gallery in the basement of Revelle Library, 
the campus humanities library.147  The arrested protestors, still facing charges for “conspiracy to 
                                                
147 The temporary space served as the main exhibition venue on campus until the completion of the 
permanent University Art Gallery in Mandeville Center in 1975. The space would host nearly all Rosler, 
Lonidier, Sekula and Steinmetz’ shows during these years, Garage Sale was first installed there, and 
Sekula first exhibited Meat Mass, Box Car and Untitled Slide Sequence there earlier that year. Sekula’s 
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willfully injure and commit depredation” against Naval property, released a statement three days 
after the opening reiterating their opposition to the war and demands for a negotiated peace 
settlement.148 During the opening the artist wrote his own “personal memories connected with 
the war” on a large piece of paper, visitors were invited to contribute as well.149  This piece, 
Conceptual War (1970), continued throughout the show’s run with Lonidier spending “all free 
time during open hours to add to the list except when other political activities in relation to 
recent events demand his participation.”150 The gallery became a place in which traces of the 
antiwar movement and its participants can be collected. With its exhibition, 29 Arrests produces 
its subjects for the gallery’s public, actualizing the promise of Lonidier’s initial photographic act 
undermining the exclusive authority of the police archive. This is no longer either a form of 
                                                
works, part of a group student exhibition, were met with some disdain by the Triton Times reviewer who 
wrote: 
“Allen (sic) Sekula’s preoccupation with worn neo-Marxist themes and rhetoric dooms his two event 
documents, Meat Mass (which might otherwise have been conceptually interesting) and Boxcar to 
inconsequence.” The Art Department of the University of California," Sekoula (sic) informs us 
pedantically, " flourishes as does the entire avant-garde, upon a mythology of bourgeousie (sic) 
individualism.”" 
It is somewhat ironic that Sekula attached this statement to the work, given his later rejection of the “self-
aggrandizement” inherent in these performances.  
“Conceptual War,” Triton Times, May 23, 1972. 
Rosen, Michael, “Artworks?” Triton Times, February 15, 1972. 
148 “Arrested Group Releases Statement,” Triton Times, May 19, 1972. 
149 To Lonidier’s knowledge, none of those arrested on May 4th contributed to the piece. He also said that 
he neither knew, nor was every contacted by any of the people who appear in 29 Arrests. 




secondary documentation or a production of a previous performance as image, but an integral 
part of 29 Arrest’s intervention in the conflict between police and protestors. 
29 Arrests utilizes photographic documentation as a way to establish a relationship 
between the exhibited work and the public that passes through, what Smithson would call, the 
non-site of the gallery and those at the site of its creation. Whereas Rosler's photomontages relied 
on shifting from one public to another, Body Bags relied on its placement within a site where 
various publics converged, and Meat Mass and Box Car existed publicly only as images, 29 
Arrests, and to a lesser extent Untitled Slide Sequence, act as forms of mediation between sites 
































 The previous chapter concludes by describing how 29 Arrests and Untitled Slide 
Sequence had integrated the mediation between the site of political action and the site of their 
exhibition into both their artistic and political functions. This chapter will explore that claim 
further, following the development of all three artist’s work between the fall of 1972 and 1976. It 
is during these three years that possibilities latent in 29 Arrests and Untitled Slide Sequence 
transformed into a relatively consistent practice shared by all three artists. This was concurrent 
with the most intense period of artistic and intellectual exchange among the members of the 
group. Rosler, Lonidier and Sekula were either students or faculty in the UCSD Visual Arts 
department between 1972 and 1974. During these years they met at least once a week to debate, 
exchange ideas and critique each other's work. They were simultaneously intertwined in the 
intellectual culture of the university, taking classes with David Antin, Herbert Marcuse and 
Anthony Wilden among others, attending lectures by artists, scholars and filmmakers including 
Jean-Pierre Gorin, Louis Marin and Angela Davis and, in Rosler and Sekula's case, participating 
in Fredric Jameson's literary theory reading group. The program in the art department itself, 
according to Lonidier and Rosler, was almost entirely self-directed, with students able to take, or 
not take, what classes they saw fit, as long as they met occasionally with their advisers.1  
 The chapter begins by returning to the first months of 1973, with an analysis of 
Aerospace Folktales in comparison with Rosler’s contemporaneous Garage Sale. The 1972-1973 
                                                
1 Lonidier, Interview with author, op cit. 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
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academic year was Rosler and Sekula's first in the MFA program, and Aerospace Folktales and 
Garage Sale two of the first significant works they completed while in school. Both develop out 
of the problems presented by Rosler’s photomontages, Body Bags and 29 Arrests: how to 
produce work whose relationship to contemporaneous politics is not exclusively defined by 
either the disciplinary frames or the publics of the currently hegemonic institutions of the art 
world while maintaining some form of existence within art critical and historical discourse. 
While these previous works responded to this challenge by producing relationships between their 
work and ongoing protest, Garage Sale and Aerospace Folktales no longer posit a specific 
relationship to concurrent political activism. Instead, they attempt to establish an idea of the art 
work as itself a kind of political antagonism. As has already been demonstrated with regard to 
Garage Sale and will be shown below with regard to Aerospace Folktales, these two works exist 
in a conflict between various publics, and various disciplinary definitions. While the former work 
exists as a temporary, performative installation, the latter is a collection of photographs, text and 
recorded audio. However, they share a fundamental political and artistic practice that is not 
dependent upon the use of a particular "medium." 
The conclusion to this final chapter will consider Lonidier’s Health and Safety Game 
(1976/1978) and Rosler's The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems (1974-1975) in light 
of what was, in 1975, by far the group's most visible contribution to the institutional art world to 
date, three essays, two by Sekula and one by Rosler, published in Artforum between January and 
April of 1975. These essays, which all focus on the history and art history of photography, have 
entered the canon of photography theory, early exemplars of the postmodern critique of 
modernist theories of the "medium." However, they also function as a consolidation and 
elaboration of the underlying theory of art and political practice that Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier 
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had developed in their work over the preceding five years. As has been demonstrated in the 
preceding chapters, and will be argued here, photography, while important to the formation of 
this practice, was not fundamental to it, rather it was one among several responses to the 
problems they confronted. In that light, these essays will be read as a theory of practice, which 
both take photography as their subject, and use this subject to elaborate an art that exists always 
between its various aesthetic and political uses. This is not to say that this was what Sekula and 
Rosler secretly "meant" by these articles, but that they not only function as incisive contributions 
to the history and theory of photography, but lay out an understanding of the relation between, in 
Sekula's words "'tool' and 'artwork'…the functional and the esthetic" that is fundamental to the 
work of all three artists.2 It is a theory that not only predates Sekula's more explicitly 
programmatic statements on the group's work published in 1976 and 1978, but lays out some of 
the unspoken presuppositions of this later texts.3 
We find inklings of this theory already, in the final paragraph of the “Commentary” 
section of Sekula’s Aerospace Folktales, where the artist gives perhaps his first description of his 
particular practice.  
 
 
                                                
2 Allan Sekula, “The Instrumental Image: Steichen At War,” in Photography Against the Grain: Essays 
and Photo Works 1973-1983 (Halifax, N.S: Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1984), 
33–52. 
3 Sekula’s well known 1978 essay “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the 
Politics of Representation)” was an expanded version of a 1976 essay written for the catalogue for a show 
by Phil Steinmetz and Fred Lonidier at the Long Beach Museum of Art. 
Allan Sekula, “Reinventing Documentary,” in Reinventing Documentary (Long Beach, CA: Long Beach 










“so i have written down some things so you will understand what i am talking about  so 
you won’t think i’m documenting for the love of documenting things  obviously i am not 
national geographic looking for native customs or alligators  i’m not trying to discover 
my self  i am not trying to present you with a record of my anguished investigations  this 
material is interesting only insofar as it is social material  i do not think that i can provide 
you with an object with no relation other than an art relation to your world  because i 
cannot provide you with an experience  because you will relate to this differently 
depending on who you are  if you are the president of lockheed you will relate to this in a 
different manner from the manner of an engineer  if you are are an important professor 
you will relate to this in a different manner from the manner of a student  if you are a 
pizza cook you will relate in a different manner from the manner of a sociologist  if you 
are a man you will relate to this in a different manner from the manner of a woman and so 
on”4 
 
 Sekula’s commentary was written sometime towards the end of 1972 or the 
beginning of 1973. It was likely only finished just prior to the first exhibition of Aerospace 
Folktales on January 30, 1973 in the Revelle Humanities Library Student Gallery where it 
                                                
4 Allan Sekula, “Aerospace Folktales,” in Dismal Science: Photo Works, 1972-1996 (Normal: University 
Galleries, Illinois State University, 1999), 235–51. 114-115 
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replaced Rosler’s  Garage Sale, which had ended its run in the space four days earlier.5 Sekula’s 
work, in its first incarnation, consisted of the commentary by the artist, a series of photographs, 
focused on his family, their home in San Pedro, California and his father’s former employer, 
interspersed with title cards and a series of four recorded conversations, including one with his 
mother and his father, who was recently laid off from his job as a research engineer at 
Lockheed.6 The recorded conversations played on a continuous seventy-five minute loop in an 
adjacent room in the gallery. At the exhibition’s opening Sekula read portions of his commentary 
text. In the above concluding paragraph, the artist lays out the boundaries of his practice in the 
preceding piece, beginning with a series of negations. He is not, first of all, simply “documenting 
for the love of documenting things.” In other words, he is not, as Susan Sontag would put it later 
that year, using the camera as “the arm of consciousness in its acquisitive mood,” taking 
photographs for the sheer joy of collecting the world in the form of a series of images.7 Nor does 
the work partake in the commodification of the exotic other, whether they be “alligators” or 
“natives” that such an approach presupposes. Further, despite the autobiographical aspects of the 
work, it is not an “anguished” investigation into his own private self. This material is not 
interesting because it is related to his interior psychology, or gives a portrait of Sekula as a 
                                                
5 This was, of course, the same gallery where Lonidier’s MFA thesis show had been installed the previous 
spring. 
“Art Show - Monumental Garage Sale Run by Martha Rosler: Containment & Decontainment,” Triton 
Times, January 23, 1973. 
6 “Aerospace Folktales,” Triton Times, January 30, 1973. 
Kristine Michel, “Aerospace Folktales,” Triton Times, February 9, 1973. 




unique individual or artist. Rather, the images and texts of Aerospace Folktales are only 
interesting as “social material.” That is, the particular stories described are only worth 
consideration insofar as they are symptomatic of the socio-economic, political, cultural 
conditions that produced them. Finally, he cautions that Aerospace Folktales cannot “provide you 
with an object with no relation other than an art relation to your world,” because it cannot 
provide you with an “experience.” An “art relation” in this context, would appear to be a kind of 
aesthetic experience guaranteed to be delivered to any viewer of the work. Sekula seems to be 
excluding any kind of universal, intersubjective, aesthetic experience, whether the Romantic 
notion of an experience grounded in the shared, fundamental structures of human consciousness, 
or a high modernist notion of a shared formal language that existed independently of any 
particular viewer or circumstances of display.8 Instead, he argues, any encounter with the work 
will depend upon the the viewer’s class, gender, profession or any other particularity of their 
condition. Aerospace Folktales, as Sekula describes it, does not exist as a stable object, but only 
as a collection of “social material” whose momentary coherence is the contingent result of its 
relationship to the viewer. 
In one sense, this immediately recalls the objecthood of the Minimalist sculpture, a work 
whose form is always dependent upon the specifics of its architectural location and the situation 
in which it is viewed. However, Sekula is not primarily concerned here with the vagaries of the 
piece’s phenomenal context. Instead, the work manifests itself within the relationship between 
                                                
8 The concept of an intersubjective experience of aesthetic please is most importantly defined in 
Immanuel Kant’s Critique of the Power of Judgment.   
Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans. Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews (Cambridge 
University Press, 2000). 
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the viewer’s circumstances and the material it presents. In the case of Minimalist sculpture, this 
openness to the conditions of its viewing were grounded in the specific of its construction. The 
reflective surfaces, and recessed portions of Donald Judd’s box-like late 1960s sculptures, for 
example, reflected their surroundings and constantly shifted their appearance in relation to the 
movement of the viewer while providing no indication of a primary viewing position. If Sekula’s 
work similarly opens itself to the social, political, gendered circumstances of the viewer, how 
does it achieve this?  
Sekula has described Aerospace Folktales as a “disassembled movie,” with audio, in the 
form of the taped conversations and visuals, photographs, and the accompanying written text of 
the commentary. It is important to note at the outset that Aerospace Folktales underwent 
continuous revision throughout the 1970s. The piece was later shown in the form of a 
photocopied book, and “informal presentations” were made of the material with two slide 
projectors, tape, and Sekula’s ‘live’ commentary.9 The currently existing version solidified 
around the end of the 1970s.10 Some of the photographs and two of the conversations were cut 
over those years, however, nothing was added to the piece that was not in the original. According 
to Sekula, the order of the images was preserved, although some sequences were shortened.11 
This analysis will focus on those aspects of the work that are known with certainty to have been 
present in its original production, the individual photographs, the overall sequence, the two 
conversations, and, most fundamentally, its existence as a “disassembled movie” made up of 
                                                





recorded audio, written commentary and photographs. It is this structure that first opens the work 
to the circumstances of the viewer. 
Sekula has used the term “disassembled movie” to describe the work in several instances, 
he added in one interview that, as such, it resisted the “dictatorship of the projector.”12 The 
implication being that the film projector, by producing the individual images that make up the 
film as a single linear progression, imposes a particular order between the individual frames and 
presents it, in the form of a moving image, as an undifferentiated unity. If the film projector 
either included or was attached to speakers, it would not only produce an apparent unity between 
the individual frames, but also between the audio and visual components of the film. Aerospace 
Folktales separates each of these individual elements. Shannon Jackson has accurately connected 
this technique with Bertolt Brecht’s call for the “radical separation of elements” in his epic 
theater, the negation of the Gesamtkunstwerk, or “total work of art,” which combined all of the 
senses and all of the individual arts into a single unity.13 For Brecht the Gesamtkunstwerk’s 
“fusion” led to a “hypnosis” of the inevitably passive spectator who gets pulled into the “total 
work of art,” wrapped up in its fantastic space.14 The separation of textual, visual and aural 
elements within Brecht’s epic theater works to undo this “fusion” and contribute to the 
“distantiation” or verfremdungseffekt, which, as discussed in the first chapter, forces the spectator 
                                                
12 Risberg. “Imaginary Economies: An Interview with Allan Sekula.” 244 
13 Bertolt Brecht, “The Modern Theater Is the Epic Theater,” in Brecht on Theatre: The Development of 
an Aesthetic, trans. John Willett (New York; London: Hill and Wang; Eyre Methuen, 1978), 39–42. 37 
Shannon Jackson, Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics (Taylor & Francis, 2011). 167 
14 Brecht, “The Modern Theater Is the Epic Theater,” 39-40 
 
253 
to “come to grips” with the work and its construction rather than immerse themselves in a 
holistic fantasy.15 Brecht’s approach was adapted by Jean-Luc Godard, who Sekula has 
frequently cited as an early model. Particularly in the late 1960s and early 1970s with Jean-Pierre 
Gorin as part of the Dziga Vertov Group, Godard’s films involved a re-interpretation of Brecht’s 
pedagogical aesthetics. In Godard’s film Le gai savoir (1968), various forms of commentary 
intersect over and above the sounds of the characters, Jane Fonda’s commentary plays a similarly 
disjunctive role in Tout va Bien (1972). We are not simply presented with a recorded scene, and 
its simultaneously recorded sound, nor the authoritative voice of a single narrator, but 
tendentious voices and images competing for dominance without resolution. The result is not a 
unification of sound and image, but an unresolved conflict between the two. As Jean Collet put 
it, in a text Sekula read and appreciated, in Godard’s films words decompose “as they touch 
film” and pictures “are betrayed by the touch of words.”16 Each one undermining the authority, 
even the sense, of the other. The Brechtian result is the removal of any single, authoritative frame 
                                                
15 Bertolt Brecht, “The Epic Theater and Its Difficulties,” in Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an 
Aesthetic, trans. John Willett (New York; London: Hill and Wang; Eyre Methuen, 1978), 22–24. 23 
16 As Serge Daney argued in 1976, Godard uses this disjunction to create a constant tension between the 
image and its description, the voice always attempting order and frame an unruly image.  
Sekula included Collet’s book in A Short Autobiography (1971-1972), an autobiographical work not 
exhibited during his lifetime, which Aerospace Folktales draws from. 
Jean Collet, Jean-Luc Godard: An Investigation Into His Films and Philosophy (Crown Publishers, 1970). 
2 
Serge Daney, “The Therrorized (Godardian Pedagogy),” trans. Annwyl Williams, Bill Krohn, and 
Cameron Ball, Diagonal Thoughts, August 6, 2012, http://www.diagonalthoughts.com/?p=1620. 
originally published as: 
Serge Daney, “Le Thérrorisé (pédagogie Godardienne),” Cahiers Du Cinema, January 1976. 
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through which to unify and understand the film’s various elements. In Jonathan Dronsfield’s 
words, Godard’s films “await the viewer’s decision.”17 They call on the spectator to engage with, 
and decide between, the conflicting voices they present. 
Aerospace Folktales’ in certain ways radicalizes Godard’s own acts of disassembly, by 
not only pulling apart the unity of sound and image, but the unification of the individual frames 
in the temporal progression of the film. The viewer encountering Aerospace Folktales must 
reassemble the work in a piecemeal fashion, listening to the audio running on a loop, while 
looking at static images not correlated to any particular portion of the tape, and then reading the 
text before returning again to the rest of the exhibition. In this way, before even considering the 
specifics of the interviews or images, the openness of the work to the viewer becomes apparent. 
Like much Minimalist sculpture, it provides no single stable, viewpoint and thus only takes form 
through its shifting relationship to the viewer, but for Sekula this formal, phenomenological 
openness is not an end in and of itself. The viewer is transformed into an investigator, building a 
story from various discontinuous documents. It is a strategy that not only recalls recent 
Minimalism and Brecht’s theater, but also the latter writer’s Soviet contemporaries Alexander 
Rodchenko and El Lissitzky.18 Lissitzky’s 1928 Pressa exhibition, which included texts, models, 
                                                
17 Michael Temple, James S. Williams, and Jonathan Dronsfield, eds., “‘The Present Never Exists There’: 
The Temporality of Decision in Godard’s Later Film and Video Essays,” in The Cinema Alone: Essays on 
the Work of Jean-Luc Godard, 1985-2000 (Amsterdam University Press, 2000), 61–76. 75 
18 According to Rosler, at this times, she was aware of “Russian photography, theory, painting, design, 
poster - everything, since it was geared to a mass audience.” Given their close connection during these 
years, it seems impossible that Sekula was not equally aware of this history to some degree. 
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photographs, and complex photomontage, presented its subject, Soviet mass media, as 
Rodchenko wrote, “in different circumstances” during each visit.19  Rodchenko himself 
envisioned something strikingly similar to Aerospace Folktales when imagining his ideal portrait 
of Vladimir Lenin as “a file of photographs taken of him at work and rest, archives of his books, 
writing pads, notebooks, shorthand reports, films, phonograph records.”20 Rodchenko and 
Lissitzky, like Brecht, wanted to force the viewer to participate in the construction of the work, 
rather than being presented with a pre-made “artistic synthesis.”21 Like Rodchenko’s 
hypothetical portrait of Lenin, Aerospace Folktales presents its subject in the form of an archive 
to be perused.22  
                                                
Benjamin Buchloh, “A Conversation with Martha Rosler,” in Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life World 
(Birmingham, England; Vienna, Austria; Cambridge, Mass.: Ikon Gallery; Generali Foundation; MIT 
Press, 1998), 23–55. 31 
19 quoted in: 
Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “From Faktura to Factography,” October 30 (Autumn 1984): 83–119. 67 
20Aleksandr Rodchenko, “Against the Synthetic Portrait,” in Photography in the Modern Era: European 
Documents and Critical Writings, 1913-1940 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art: Aperture, 1989), 
238–42. 241 
Originally published as: 
Aleksandr Rodchenko, “Protiv summirovannogo portreta za momentalnyi,” Novyi lef, 1928. 
21 Rodchenko, “Against the Synthetic Portrait.” 240 
22 In his discussion of Sekula’s much later Fish Story (1989-1995), Buchloh has connected Sekula’s 
approach to his photo-text works in general with Rodchenko and Osip Brik’s arguments for the 
photographic construction of the subject through the “loosely organized archive” of the photo-file. 
Aerospace Folktales, however, more than almost any of Sekula’s other works, echoes Rodchenko’s 
description of the portrait as file that constitute its subjects within, as Buchloh writes, “perpetually altered 
activities, social relations and object relationships.” 
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 However, unlike an archive entirely dedicated to the portrait of a single person, 
the organization of Aerospace Folktales is divided between various subjects, and those subjects 
are themselves divided according to their familial, gender and social location. Sekula’s father, the 
laid off Lockheed engineer, speaks about his present circumstances in an impersonal tone 
framing the discussion in macroeconomic terms, “You are more or less interested in knowing 
what some of the background was to the present economic condition, as far as aerospace work is 
concerned? The layoffs and so forth?”23 Throughout the interview he continually expands his 
personal hardship into a generalized dysfunction in both his industry and the economy. Sekula’s 
mother begins by analyzing his father’s psychological condition, “Oh, he goes through spells of 
being disturbed and upset, but not as much as he would if it had been unexpected.”24 However, 
later in the interview she offers an analogical analysis of her husband’s situation through her own 
early life growing up in a “railroad town” where “there was a definite hierarchy of seniority.”25 
She explains the “railroad slang” term “bumped,” saying, “somebody with more seniority than 
you took your job, and you either bumped the man below you or you just kept right on going. I 
think the analogy comes from switching the train, just as you bump the car off, so you were the 
                                                
Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Allan Sekula: Photography Between Discourse and Document,” in Fish Story 
(Düsseldorf: Richter, 1995), 189–200. 197 
23 As noted above, the version cited here, is the one that cohered into a static, published work at the end of 
the 1970s.  
Allan Sekula, “Aerospace Folktales.” 96  
24 Ibid. 
25 Sekula “Aerospace Folktales.” 109 
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one who was bumped off the end of the train.”26 His mother, in other words, ends up providing 
an analysis of the inherent injustice of his father’s situation that is at odds with his father’s 
dispassionate, capitalist realist economic reading.27 Sekula’s commentary, which moves between 
an analysis of his own project and an analysis of the interviews with his parents, begins with the 
statement, “this art here is about other people’s art/that is the art I grew up with/generically 
speaking it’s white collar art/it’s lower level technocrat art.”28 This work is not, the artist asserts, 
merely a reflection of Sekula’s vision, but about “other people’s art.” At the same time, he is not 
a disinterested observer, but someone presenting the art “he grew up with.” He is, therefore, 
neither producing a work unified by his subjective aesthetic, nor one unified by objective fidelity 
to a referent. Instead, Aerospace Folktales emerges out of an interested, partial relationship to its 
material. Indeed, as part of the family presented, he is positioned as a character in his own story. 
Later Sekula elaborates his own, somewhat belligerent, approach to questioning his father, 
admitting, “i mean i was being very tricky  i kept asking loaded questions about vietnam and 
blue collar workers and why do you think this is happening because i wanted to chase my 
father’s ideology out into the open  so he’s being pressured to speculate  he’s being pressured 
                                                
26 Ibid. 
27 Capitalist realism, a term explored at length in Mark Fisher’s 2009 text Capitalist Realism: Is there no 
Alternative?, refers to a belief in capitalism as the unchanging ground upon which any future must build. 
Within such a view, it is impossible to imagine an existence beyond or against capitalism because it is the 
horizon in which any existence must be imagined.  
Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism: Is There No Alternative? (Zero Books, 2009). 
28 Sekula “Aerospace Folktales.” 96 
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into attempts at profundity  besides he doesn’t really trust me.”29 In these lines he characterizes 
his father’s responses as themselves a direct result of his own goading, and the discrepancies 
between their own ideological positions. Together, the collected interviews are a contest between 
three divergent understandings of the family’s situation, and, in particular, his father’s 
unemployment. As Sekula later put it, “we are caught up in the madness of our differences,” and 
without any unifying narrative to put them into order.30  
 Sekula’s interest in recorded speech extended back to Gallery Voice Montage 
(1970). In this early work, done around the time of Body Bags, the artist recorded various 
museum visitors’ reactions to works by Picasso, Pollock and Warhol among others, and then 
played those recordings back through speakers installed behind two blank canvases. The artist’s 
ideas for this piece, as well as the interviews in Aerospace Folktales, were indebted to his friend 
and eventual graduate advisor David Antin’s appreciation of the use of found, unreconstructed 
portions of language in contemporary poetry.31 In a 1972 essay, Antin articulated an 
understanding of postmodern poetry’s refusal to unite “the chaotic collage landscapes of human 
experience…into linear narratives,” which aptly describes Sekula’s use of conflicting voices 
                                                
29 Ibid. 101 
30 Risberg, “Imaginary Economies.” 244 
31 Sekula mentions this debt in his introduction to Photography Against the Grain. 
Allan Sekula, “Introduction,” in Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983 
(Halifax, N.S: Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1984), ix – xv. x 
Sekula and Buchloh, “Conversation between Allan Sekula and Benjamin H. D. Buchloh.” 29 
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without unification.32 At the time, Sekula was also becoming increasingly interested in the work 
of the Russian linguist Mikhail Bakhtin, who argued for an understanding of any given language 
as never simply a unitary code, but the always emerging and changing result of dialogue between 
speakers and writers. For Bakhtin, an utterance does not simply make use of an already existing, 
stable langue, it is a negotiation about the terms of the language itself between disparate 
interlocutors.33 To understand language in this way, as what Bakhtin calls “dialogic” is to 
understand every moment of speech as a temporary, “contradiction-ridden, tension filled unity.”34 
This tension is fundamentally a social tension, which reflects the contradictions inherent within 
the society in which the utterance occurs.35 For Bakhtin, social divisions inevitably produce 
linguistic divisions.36 Rather than providing a unitary language that would seek to undo this state 
                                                
32 Antin’s ideas are also, as is evident in the proceeding paragraphs, of a piece with Godard’s own version 
of collage without categorical unification. 
David Antin, “Modernism and Postmodernism: Approaching the Present in American Poetry,” Boundary 
2 1, no. 1 (1972): 98–133. 108 
33 Langue, is the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure term for the total language system in which any 
given utterance, parole, occurs. De Saussure did not, like Bakhtin, recognize each utterance as itself a 
negotiation about the very status of the language in which it was spoken. 
Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Roy Harris (LaSalle, Ill: Open Court, 1998). 
34M. M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed. Michael Holquist, trans. Caryl Emerson, 
Reprint edition (University of Texas Press, 1982). 272 
35 This is something Bakhtin's colleague Valentin Voloshinov would explore further. Sekula was also 
aware of Voloshinov at the time.  
Valentin Voloshinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University 
Press, 1986). 




of, what Bakhtin termed “heteroglossia,” Sekula carefully preserves this tension in each 
speaker’s “living utterance.”37 The divergence between these voices in Aerospace Folktales is 
not only personal or idiosyncratic, but grounded in the subjects’ gender, profession and 
education. The result is an unresolved debate between the family that is not simply a private 
disagreement, but a microcosmic social antagonism into which the viewer is thrown.38 
 
                                                
Allon White, “Bakhtin, Sociolinguistics, Deconstruction,” in Carnival, Hysteria and Writing: Collected 
Essays and an Autobiography (Oxford University Press, 1994), 135–59. 150 
quoted in: 
Sue Vice, Introducing Bakhtin (Manchester University Press, 1997).  19 
37 As Bakhtin writes, “The living utterance, having taken meaning and shape at a particular historical 
moment in a socially specific environment, cannot fail to brush up against thousands of living dialogic 
threads, woven by socio-ideological consciousness around the given object of an utterance; it cannot fail 
to become an active participant in social dialogue. After all, the utterance arises out of this dialogue as a 
continuation of it and as a rejoinder to it- it does not approach the object from the sidelines.” 
Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination. 275-276 
38 Buchloh has also noted how Sekula’s basic choice to use language in the form of “factual and 
descriptive reports,” even if partial and conflicting, was beyond the bounds of Conceptual art’s 
reintroduction of text into the art work, which remained limited to self-reflexive, theoretical, 
philosophical, or performative “linguistic functions.” 




41. Allan Sekula, Aerospace Folktales, 1973/1978 (detail) 
 
  If the viewer expected photography’s “pencil of nature” to resolve this 
disagreement, the first few images in this portion of Aerospace Folktales would be immediately 
disappointing.39 The sequence opens with a title card with a quote from a history of Lockheed 
                                                
39 “The Pencil of Nature” was the title of William Henry Fox Talbot’s seminal 1844 book, which 
publicized his recently invented photographic process, and was one of the first published books to include 
photographs as illustrations. In that text he made one of the earliest and most articulate arguments for 
photographs as images that are “impressed by Nature’s hand,” whose truth is guaranteed by their direct, 
causal relationship to its referent. 
From Sekula’s comments in his interviews with Risberg and Buchloh it seems clear that the beginning of 
the sequence remained largely, if not entirely, unchanged throughout various revisions. 
Risberg, “Imaginary Economies.” 
Buchloh, “Conversation between Allan Sekula and Benjamin H. D. Buchloh.” 




published by the company, which asserts, “Lockheed today is a broadly based industrial 
complex…translating discoveries of science into advanced products.”40 Following this, we see 
two blurry, half-tone images, clearly rephotographed by Sekula. In one, four men, two in military 
uniform, somewhat awkwardly stand in front of a helicopter. In the other, several men smile up 
at the camera for a group portrait, several give thumbs up signs. Benjamin Young has argued that 
they are likely press photographs for the first public viewing of the AH-56A Cheyenne attack 
helicopter in 1967, which was developed by Lockheed specifically for “counterinsurgency” 
missions in Vietnam.41 Regardless, they are very clearly images produced for the purposes of 
publicity. In reduplicating these already existing photographs, preceded by Lockheed’s self-
congratulatory self-description, the viewer is denied any feeling of privileged access to the world 
itself through the photograph’s ostensibly objective “message without a code.”42`As the sequence 
progresses, the viewer encounter’s another title card juxtaposed with the first ‘direct’ image of a 
family member. In the card, Sekula observes that his father, identified as “the engineer,” and his 
“old friend” who appears in the image standing next to the elder Sekula in the Lockheed factory 
parking lot, were “unable to fathom my motives” and, therefore, “uneasy.”43 The photograph, 
like Sekula’s interviews, is framed as the result of a fraught relationship between somewhat 
antagonistic interlocutors.  
                                                
40 Sekula, “Aerospace Folktales.” 51 
41 Benjamin J. Young, “Arresting Figures,” Grey Room - (Spring 2014): 78–115. 112 
42 This technique of making an image of an image in order to undermine film or photography’s ostensibly 
neutral reproduction of the world was also frequently used by Godard in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
Roland Barthes, “The Rhetoric of the Image,” in Image-Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 1978), 32–51. 





42. Allan Sekula, Aerospace Folktales, 1973/1978 (detail) 
 
 Soon after this tense image, the artist’s parents are shown, photographed from the 
shoulders up, against the slats of their apartment building’s garage. The photograph clearly 
echoes Walker Evans’ famous 1936 portraits of sharecropper Allie Mae Burroughs.44 Evans took 
several photographs of Burroughs in 1936, one of which was used in his American Photographs 
(1938) and another in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men (1941).45 The Evans photographs give a 
                                                
44 Sekula has noted that this reference was conscious at the time.  
Risberg, “Imaginary Economies.” 244 
45 Rosler was one of the early critics to discuss the multiple photographs of Burroughs, using it to argue 
for the highly artificial ways in which documentary photographers create their desired form of ‘truth.’ In a 
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rigorously frontal view of Burroughs, looking her straight in the eye from a position presented 
neither above nor below their subject, which contrasted with the sharp class distinction between 
photographer, the presumed middle-class viewer and the sharecropper. In Sekula’s photograph, 
there is no such contrast. As the artist would later note, “My idea was that social documentary 
had always tended to look downward, and not straight across at the social circumstances of the 
author, in this case at the world of college-educated labor.”46 Particularly when shown at UCSD, 
a university founded on a promise of supplying the labor force for the military research industry, 
Sekula’s parents did not gaze out of the image as a distant other surprisingly brought ‘up’ to the 
viewer’s level, but members of their own social world. This was potentially even more 
discomfiting given the story being told about the experience of unemployment in these sectors of 
industry during a time of growing recession.47 Sekula nods to the comfortable class distance of 
earlier social documentary in order to negate it, highlighting how the work, especially in its first 
exhibition, interpellates the viewer within its conflicted discursive field. Although, of course, as 
with every element of Aerospace Folktales this reaction is dependent upon a particular subject 
                                                
footnote added to a later addition she also recounts the story of Burroughs’ life as told in a 1980 New York 
Times Magazine feature. Burroughs remained poor for the rest of her life, according to the story, and 
never received any particular financial benefit from the photograph although she is quoted as saying the 
she is “not bitter.” 
Martha Rosler, “In, Around, and Afterthoughts (on Documentary Photography),” in The Contest of 
Meaning: Critical Histories of Photography, ed. Richard Bolton (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1989), 
302–41. 204-5n20 
Howell Raines, “Let Us Now Praise Famous Folk,” New York Times Magazine, May 25, 1980. 
46 Risberg, “Imaginary Economies.” 244 
47 1973 was the first year of the 1970s recession, which technically lasted until 1975. The economy, 




position, rather than being grounded in the work itself, it is endemic to the situation in which it 
was first exhibited. 
 
 
43. Allan Sekula, Aerospace Folktales (detail), 1973/1978 
 
 Eventually, there are images of the interior of the Sekula family’s apartment, the 
artist establishes no more emotional or physical distance from his subjects here. In these cramped 
confines, as Steve Edwards has noted, the “photographer’s presence” is apparent in the reactions 
of his nearby kin.48 Sekula’s mother cooks, arranges flowers, always moving purposefully 
around the house, while his father sits, writes letters and according to one title card, 
“straighten[s] the lamps” while his mother fixes dinner.49 The focus is not on his father’s labor, 
                                                
48 Edwards. “Photography out of Conceptual Art.” 151 
49 Sekula, “Aerospace Folktales.” 64 
 
266 
but his mother’s, inverting the conventional, patriarchal distinction between the visible public 
labor of men, and the invisible, private, domestic labor of women, in a way that echoes Rosler’s 
concerns in Bringing the War Home.50 This also serves to further dissolve the notion of his father 
as the central protagonist of this story, or the arc of his career as the overarching narrative. His 
mother does not remain the clear focus of the story either. Shots of her, and his younger siblings, 
are interspersed with images of books from around his house, both selections from a bi-weekly 
series of “great literature” to which his parents subscribed and the U.S. Department of Defense 
publication The Effects of Nuclear Weapons.51 Three pages are excerpted from the latter text, 
including one which graphically depicts radiation burns on Japanese victims of American atomic 
bombing. These clinical descriptions of grievous injury caused by one of the accomplishments of 
industry to which his father dedicated his life appear with only the brief, but ominous, title card 
comment, “At some point in his career the engineer had studied the effects of nuclear 
weapons.”52 The connection between Sekula’s father and these images remains vague. The artist 
does not elaborate, either in his commentary or the title cards. They are a wound, a traumatic 
eruption, in the midst of the sequence that calls for, but does not supply any, reintegration into 
the photographs. The following images, a pile of medical bills and prescriptions, his father’s 
                                                
50 Critics that have also noted this inversion include: 
Buchloh, “Allan Sekula, or What Is Photography?” 
Jackson, Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics. 
Young, “Arresting Figures.” 
51 The Effects of Nuclear Weapons, originally published in 1950 as The Effects of Atomic Weapons, was 
the standard text on the results of nuclear weapon use. The edition pictured is likely the revised 1964 
version. The final version of the text was published a few years later in 1977. 
52 Sekula, “Aerospace Folktales.” 86 
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resume and a series of snapshots of the artist and his family, all much younger, laid out on a 
gridded sheet of paper, use the photograph to provide glimpses of other, both photographic and 
non-photographic descriptions of the family. Again, as in the opening images, the photograph is 
once again restricted to the depiction of other descriptions, giving an indirect view onto its 
ostensible subject mediated by the frames of medicine, career and the family snapshot. In the 
photographs of the snapshots, the grid, what Rosalind Krauss has described as the fundamental 
modernist statement of the “autonomy of the realm of art,” is rendered as the ground on which to 
place photographic fragments of the everyday world.53 With a closer look that ground itself 
becomes visible as a piece of note paper, a grid instrumentalized for any number of bureaucratic 
or academic functions. This symbol of stable formal certainty becomes one more utterance 
amidst the heteroglossia of the surroundings text and images. Rather than retroactively ordering 
the preceding sequence, these concluding photographs further disseminate the family being 
depicted into a series of divergent fragments, and tracing their appearances in corporate and 
medical discourse.  
 The interaction between images and texts in Aerospace Folktales is akin to 
Collet’s description of the relation between words and images in Godard, each decomposes at the 
touch of the other.54 The scenes in the photographs becoming further complicated as they 
                                                
53 Rosalind E. Krauss, “Grids,” in The Originality of the Avant-Garde and Other Modernist Myths, 
Reprint edition (The MIT Press, 1986), 8–22. 8 
54 Manny Farber, the UCSD-based film critic and professor who dubbed Sekula and company a “Marxist 
cabal,” made a similar observation in a 1975 essay that compared the artist and the work several other 
conceptualists including Eleanor Antin and the rest of the “cabal” with contemporaneous films by Martin 
Scorsese, John Milius and Terrence Malick. Farber argued that all these artists are “using visual images 
and verbal texts in which the alignment isn’t exact, so there is a space or jar created by the disjunct. In 
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intertwined with the alternate narratives that obliquely explain them, and the claims of the 
various interviews running up against disparate visual fragments that do not clearly align with 
any of their various views.  
  Young has accurately described this ensemble of subjects as kind of group portrait 
that rejects both the autonomous bourgeois individual and the crude Marxist notion of an 
individual as merely a totally determined reflection of their position within a social totality.55 
Instead, arguing, through a quote from Etienne Balibar, that Sekula presents a “portrait” of the 
“transindividual,” which refers neither to what “ideally is ‘in’ each individual,” nor their role as 
merely an example of a broader social classification, but rather, “what exists between individuals 
                                                
that space, the irony, humor, absurdity or message resides. The electricity created by the jar between text 
and visuals, words and pictures, has become the favorite technique for pinning down the madness of the 
human condition. It’s also a strategy that allows for an exhilarating freedom, opening up the film, photo, 
painting format formerly closed to the possibility of informational facetiousness.” 
Collet, Jean-Luc Godard. 2 
Manny Farber, “Badlands, Mean Streets, and the Wind and the Lion,” in Farber on Film: The Complete 
Film Writings of Manny Farber, ed. Robert Polito (New York, NY: Library of America, 2009), 738–43. 
738-9 
55 In the same issue of Grey Room, Buchloh addresses this question with a slightly different emphasis. 
Arguing that the “biographical dimension never acquires the status of a privileged form of explanatory 
power of artistic subjectivity, but quite the opposite. The biographical becomes transparent as the locus 
where all the institutional, economical, and ideological interests intersect most prominently to situate the 
subject.” For Buchloh, the various subjects of Aerospace Folktale are in a sense merely presented as 
ciphers for a social totality that conditions them. Young seems to be more correct in his analysis, however, 
as each of these subjects are constantly within conflictual “institutional, economical and ideological 
interests,” that are never entirely stable or absolutely determining. 
Buchloh, “Allan Sekula, or What Is Photography?” 126 
Young, “Arresting Figures.” 
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by dint of their multiple interactions.”56 Sekula does not present his family members or himself 
as unique subjects of his “anguished investigations.” Nor does he follow August Sander’s model, 
with which he was familiar at the time, and attempt to reduce his subject to mere tokens of 
broader types. Instead, he produces a portrait of a relation between his subjects. However, the 
transindividual that is the subject of Aerospace Folktales, includes not only Sekula’s family and 
Sekula himself, but the viewer who must re-assemble the work.  
A professor, a pizza cook or a Lockheed Engineer will all make use of their particular 
forms of expertise in order to organize the contents the work presents to them. The eventual, 
temporary configuration of the work emerges as a result of the particular viewer’s techniques for 
the organization of information, which will, in turn, be the result of their professional and 
educational experience, as well as their particular ideological presuppositions. This also means, 
as Sekula implies, that the contingent order that the work takes is not the result of the ‘free’ 
choice of the viewer as an individual, but the outcome of the social conditions that have 
determined that viewer’s subjectivity, whether or not they are aware of them. 
Aerospace Folktales opens its organization to the relation between itself and the 
particular conditions of the members of its public. If 29 Arrests integrated the mediation of the 
photograph into its intervention within a moment of political struggle, in Aerospace Folktales the 
site of political conflict exists between the constituent elements of the work and the various 
publics that form around it. It is neither a documentation of a prior performance, nor primarily an 
extension of a political action through mediation, but, like Garage Sale, the creation of the work 
                                                
56 Etienne Balibar, The Philosophy of Marx (Verso, 1995). 31-32 
quoted in: 
Young, “Arresting Figures.” 98 
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as a site of antagonism. Sekula produces a documentary, a referential work, where the reference 
is, in Laclau and Mouffe’s terms, a “nodal point,” only the momentary product of a viewer’s 
attempt to dominate its “field of discursivity, to arrest the flow of differences, to construct a 
center.”57 It is a work always outside of itself, emerging through the relationships between its 
constituent parts and the discursive frames brought in for its reassembly. As Sekula says at the 
beginning of his commentary, “this art here is about other people’s art.”58 
Aerospace Folktales' immediate predecessor in the university’s art gallery, Rosler’s 
Garage Sale, as has been discussed in the first chapter, could also be described as a “field of 
discursivity” without a center. It similarly refused to provide “no relation other than an art 
relation” to the viewer’s world, and was open to its determination by the divided public it 
attracted. In many other ways, it reflected the markedly different development of Rosler’s work 
from that of Lonidier and Sekula’s between 1971 and 1973.  
 While the latter two artists embraced photography as a form of mediation that could 
produce documentary as a performative intervention between various sites and the non-site of the 
gallery, Rosler began creating increasingly site-specific sculpture not made for the purpose of 
reproduction, while continuing to make her photomontages and to hand them out at protests. She 
produced paintings during this time as well, increasingly using hung, unstretched canvas, to 
which she began to attach other pieces of cloth.59  Eventually it was the cloth itself that took on 
                                                
57 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic 
Politics, (New York: Verso, 2001). 112 
58 Sekula, “Aerospace Folktales.” 
59 Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
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primary importance, in a series of sculptures made of “old clothes or cheesecloth” filled with 
“cotton batting.”60 These works extended many of the concerns of Rosler’s early Medical 
Surveillance, and  Body Beautiful series. Many utilized women’s undergarments, like girdles and 
nightgowns. In form they recalled Claes Oldenburg’s soft sculpture, which Rosler has cited as an 
inspiration, but they took repurposed those forms for a feminist investigation of the subjection of 
women’s bodies.61 Stuffed to overflowing they were bodies of formless cotton given shape only 
through the external restrictions of the clothes themselves, their form an effect of the clothing’s 
attempt to manufacture an ideal woman’s body for male heterosexual desire. These works were 
in dialogue with, and likely impacted, Eleanor Antin’s slightly later Carving (1972), which 
consisted of a series of photographs of Antin as she progressively lost weight over the course of 
thirty-eight days. As Emily Liebert writes in a comment on Carving that could equally apply to 
Rosler's stuffed sculptures, “the body appears as an unfixed material, a site that is given meaning 
precisely in the process of subjection to visual and ideological constructions.”62 In 
                                                
60 Buchloh, “A conversation with Martha Rosler.” 29 
61 As Rosler said to Lynn Hershman in 2006, “So, in many ways, I was a guy-follower. And it was only, 
um, when, I, and, uh... even I followed, uh, Claes Oldenburg into soft sculpture, though I felt a certain 
distance from what he was doing, and little did we know then that was actually shared authorship with his 
wife of the time, who eventually did get credit, uh, for working with him. But, uh, in my version of soft 
sculpture, it was fully feminist in intent, and specifically against the idea of heroic male abstraction.” 
Lynn Hershman, !Women Art Revolution: Interview with Martha Rosler, video, 2006, Stanford 
University, http://lib.stanford.edu/women-art-revolution/transcript-interview-martha-rosler-2006. 
62 Carving is, of course, also the piece that drove Marcuse to call Antin a “sophist” in their fateful post-
Garage Sale encounter. 
David Antin, “Time on My Hands,” in I Never Knew What Time It Was (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2005). 
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contemporaneous photomontages for the Body Beautiful series, like Cargo Cult (ca. 1970), Hot 
Meat (ca. 1970), Cold Meat (ca. 1970) and Damp Meat (ca. 1970), women’s bodies are again 
presented as dissected, constrained and commodified forms, similarly produced through the 
discourse of feminine beauty.63 Cargo Cult, for example, shows a series of women’s faces, as 
they are in the process of applying make-up, montaged onto the surfaces of a series of cargo 
crates being loaded onto a large transport ship. The women here are presented as commodities in 
the process of being constructed and distributed, each appearing as equivalent, interchangeable 
square units forming a loose grid across the center of the image.64  
The relationship between these works and Rosler's ongoing involvement in antiwar and 
feminist activism was complex. On the one hand, she continued to hand out her photomontages. 
She had joined the San Diego-based Women’s Liberation Front (WLF) soon after her arrival in 
California. Perhaps the most important political action Rosler was involved in during these years 
was the establishment of a day care center on campus by members of WLF and their friends and 
colleagues. On April 13
th
, a few weeks before the installation of Body Bags, Rosler and the other 
women of WLF began providing childcare for students and faculty with children under the age of 
                                                
Emily Liebert, Multiple Occupancy: Eleanor Antin’s “Selves” (The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Art 
Gallery, Columbia University, 2014). 16 
63 These dates were given by Rosler in interviews with the author. 
Rosler, email to author, October 8, 2015. 
64 Steve Edwards would later make an explicit connection between Rosler’s use of the grid in The Bowery 
in two inadequate descriptive systems and the notion of the commodity as standardized exchangeable 
unit.  
Steve Edwards, Martha Rosler: The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems (London: The MIT 
Press, 2012). 61 
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three.65 After several months of negotiations, the group was allowed to occupy an unused 
building on campus, though years of bureaucratic struggles followed, forcing the center to move 
between several locations.66 Her participation in WLF gatherings and continuing antiwar protests 
gave her an opportunity to distribute the works in both her Body Beautiful and Bringing the War 
Home series. Between 1970 and 1971, she published her photomontages Tron (Amputee) and 
Vacation Getaway in Goodbye to All That, a feminist publication founded earlier that year by 
some of the women who worked at the underground San Diego newspaper Street Journal.67 In 
                                                
65 Women’s Liberation Front, “Still No Permanent Child Day Care Center,” Triton Times, October 27, 
1970. 
66 Rosler was picking up her son from the WLF day care group when they encountered the site of Winne’s 
self-immolation. Rosler has stated that WLF “seized” a building on campus without the university’s 
permission. All of the articles from the period, including those written by WLF, tell a slightly different 
story of tense negotiations with university administrators for permission to use various buildings. As far 
as my own research indicates, at no point did they simply seize a building without permission. Although, 
at points, they did continue to occupy buildings that the administration had granted them access, which 
was then revoked. A descendant of the the original daycare center still exists on UCSD campus in the 
form of the Early Childhood Education Center (ECEC). 
“Still No Permanent Child Day Care Center.”  
“Day Care Center: A Long Way,” Triton Times, May 2, 1972. 
“The UCSD Day Care Center.” Crazy Times. February 7, 1972. 
Greg Moser, “Daycare Center Receives Funding - But Not Enough,” Triton Times, February 27, 1973. 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
67 As mentioned in the second chapter, Rosler did not consider the publication of these works central to 
their function. They extended, but did not define, their presence within the print cultures of the antiwar 
and feminist movement. Apparently, the appearance of only two of Rosler’s photomontages in Goodbye 
to All That was unexpected, and due, in part, to another editor feeling as if Rosler had copied her own 
photomontage work.  
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these ways, she continued her practice of immersing her photomontage within the print culture of 
ongoing political movements, in this case both related to antiwar and feminist struggles. She also 
began including her photomontages in slide lectures and performances given to WLF members, 
other feminist organizations, and high school classes in the area.68 Within the university the 
distinction between the publics to which she distributed her photomontages and those for her 
other works began to blur. However, her stuffed sculpture remained largely private. 
 
                                                
Rosler has told August Davis that she also published some of her photomontages in other publications 
around the country, though to date, neither I, nor any other scholar, has found traces of these other 
instances of publication. 
Goodbye to All That -- Newspaper for San Diego Women, No 3, 1970. 
Goodbye to All That -- Newspaper for San Diego Women, No 10, 1971. 6-7 
Davis, August. “Bringing the War Back Home: Martha Rosler’s Anti-War Photomontages (1967-2008).” 
Doctoral Thesis. University of Liverpool, School of Architecture and Building Engineering, 2011. 25 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
68 Alexander Alberro, “The Dialectics of Everyday Life: Martha Rosler and the Strategy of the Decoy,” in 
Martha Rosler: Positions in the Life World (Birmingham, England; Vienna, Austria; Cambridge, Mass.: 
Ikon Gallery; Generali Foundation; MIT Press, 1998), 72–113. 78 




44. Martha Rosler, Cargo Cult, ca. 1970 
 
 This began to change during her first semester in the MFA program. Some Women 
Prisoners of the Thieu Regime in the Infamous Poulo Condore Prison, South Vietnam made in 
her first semester in the fall of 1972 and installed on UCSD campus in a wooded area near the 
arts buildings, was one of her first works as a student. The work consisted of used clothes hung 
on barbed wire, each one stamped with the serial numbers, names and dates of birth of women 
who had been prisoners Poulo Condore Prison, also known as Côn Sơn. The prison, ran by the 
South Vietnamese government supported by the United States, was the subject of a 1970 LIFE 
magazine expose, illustrated with photographs, which revealed many of the prisoners, half of 
whom were women, were being kept in appalling conditions in tiny “tiger cages” without 
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sufficient food or water and often subject to torture.69 Although not as well known as the 1968 
My-Lai Massacre, the revelation of the horrors of these prisons was a significant blow to the 
credibility of the U.S. war effort. For Rosler, this piece was an extension of the problems 
addressed in her Bringing the War Home photomontages, which similarly juxtaposed signs of 
American domesticity, in used women’s clothing, with traces of distant violence. As Rosler 
describes it, she “used old American clothing, because I felt like if these weren’t Asians running 
around in black pajamas we might recognize them as us more easily, which is probably not 
true.”70 The work extended Rosler’s questioning of the division between grievable and 
ungrievable life into sculptural form, but unlike her photomontages or Body Bags’ similar site-
specific sculptural intervention its public remained small and nebulous as a result of its secluded 
location.  
In 1973, Rosler made her two most significant, and inarguably public, works since 
coming to California, Garage Sale and her initial, unrecorded performance of Vital Statistics of a 
Citizen Simply Obtained (1973). Vital Statistics, which centered around the systematic measuring 
of the artist's naked body by a group of people dressed in lab coats, was the culmination of 
Rosler's investigations of the repressive production of women's bodies as quantifiable, 
consumable objects up until that point. Mirroring the logic visually outlined in Cargo Cult, each 
portion of Rosler's body is rendered into discrete, interchangeable quantities. As Alberro notes, 
the piece “shows how popular wisdom and scientific paradigm creation are capable of 
                                                
69 “The Tiger Cages at Con Son,” LIFE, July 17, 1970. 
70 Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
 
277 
implacable oppression of women, and people generally, simply by controlling the definition of 
categories, leaving no room for self-definition.”71 Rosler presents a vision of the gathering of 
“facts” as a form of social control, and reduction of the self to numerical value. The piece, as 
Amy Taubin argues, forces the viewer to ask, "is the body a fact, what kind of a fact is it, who 
defines it as such, and how?"72 
Although, in 1977, the piece would form the basis for a well-known video with the same 
title, no documentation of its initial performance exists. As a result, it is difficult to analyze this 
work in detail, particularly with regard to the publics it addressed. However, in the case of 
Garage Sale, we are able to see clearly one of Rosler's first fully developed attempts to address 
the relative invisibility of much of her previous work without accepting a given institutional 
setting or public as an unchangeable necessity.   
Garage Sale responded to this problem by utilizing the gallery as a point of congregation, 
while disrupting the stability of the gallery’s presumed public, moving from the site specific 
production of objects, to the production of the work as a contested social space. Using the same 
sorts of domestic detritus that had made up her previous sculpture, Rosler integrated those items 
into a social space that, as we have seen in the first chapter, was framed as a disagreement over 
its status between art and functioning garage sale. Its public was inherently split by the very 
                                                
71 Alberro, “The Dialectics of Everyday Life.” 98 
72 Taubin’s analysis is based on a consideration of Rosler’s later video of the same name. However, this 
particular piece of analysis certainly applies to the earlier performance as well. In general, Taubin’s short 
1979 article is one of the most perceptive early pieces of criticism written on any of the three artists, 
pinpointing both Rosler’s particularly sociological brand of feminism and the way in which her work 
undermines any notion of a self-evident ‘fact.’   
Amy Taubin, “And What Is A Fact Anyway? (On A Tape By Martha Rosler),” Millennium Film Journal, 
no. 4/5 (Summer/Fall 1979): 59–63. 61 
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structure of the work. Unlike Sekula and Lonidier, photography was not central to the 
development of Rosler’s work during these years. However, while their specific techniques 
differed, in Aerospace Folktales and Garage Sale, Sekula and Rosler’s integration of their 
political and aesthetic concerns converged. Both works exist in the tension between various 
discursive frames, and various publics, not unified under the umbrella of a singular “art relation” 
provided by the work. 
They also no longer directly rely on a relationship to ongoing protest, instead finding a 
more fluid, if also less concrete, connection with points of political possibility through an 
exploration of the latent contradictions within the apparent mundanity of everyday life. Both 
Sekula and Rosler were reading the work of French sociologist and philosopher Henri Lefebvre 
around this time, in particular, his Everyday Life in the Modern World, which was published in 
English translation in 1971.73 For Lefebvre, everyday life is both the place in which the 
contradictions of the modern world express themselves, and a place that contains the potential to 
act against those contradictions. Philosophy has generally excluded everyday life from its 
purview, Lefebvre argues, either by considering to be made up of a mere collection of 
ungeneralizable, chaotic events, or treating it as totally determined by a priori principles. In 
contrast to these two forms of erasure, the French philosopher, hoped to consider the common 
                                                
73 The edition referred to in the following discussion will be: 
Henri Lefebvre, Everyday Life in the Modern World (New Brunswick, N.J., U.S.A.: Transaction Books, 
1990). 
originally published as: 
Henri Lefebvre, Everyday Life in the Modern World (London: Allen Lane, 1971). 
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determinations that ground the seemingly insignificant repetition of everyday life. In doing so, he 
finds that everyday life is the “residuum and the product of society in general,” that place where 
society leaves it traces.74 Since World War II, Lefebvre argues, everyday life has increasingly 
become “an ‘object’ of social organization” and control.75 But it is also a place where the breaks 
and slippages in that control become visible and exploitable. By taking up everyday life, in the 
related forms of Sekula’s family and the suburban ritual of the garage sale, they reconceive their 
work as a way of pointing to and highlighting latent sites of potential political possibility. As we 
have seen, neither work simply describes these phenomena. Nor are they attempting a return to 
realism on the model of George Lukacs’ desire for a depiction of the “social totality” determining 
these phenomena.76  Instead, they attempt to present their subject as an unresolved discursive 
field still in the midst of a contest over its meaning and function.77  
                                                
74 Lefebvre, Everyday Life in the Modern World. 32 
75 Lefebvre, Everyday Life in the Modern World. 59-60 
76 As Jameson argued in his 1972 Marxism and Form, Lukacs describes a predicament of the modern 
work of art: although institutions appear inhuman, they are, in fact, human creations. They only appear 
inhuman when viewed at the individual level. If they could be viewed from a large enough scale they 
could be understood for the social, historical forms that they are. However, the work of art is grounded in 
the viewpoint of the individual and thus cannot make this visible. Lukacs’ aporetic project is then the 
attempt to make a work of art, that functions as such, while allowing a view of institutions on a scale that 
would allow their existence as human creations to be visible. 
Fredric Jameson, Marxism and Form: Twentieth-Century Dialectical Theories of Literature (Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1971). 169 
See also, for example, the debate between Ernst Bloch and Lukacs in: 
Theodor Adorno et al., Aesthetics and Politics (Verso, 2007). 
77 As Alberro has argued in an analysis of Rosler's work that applies equally well to Sekula's work during 
this period, the everyday is never merely treated as “the passive object of light shed by [the totality].” To 
the extent that Sekula or Rosler gesture towards a depiction of a social totality within their work it is 
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What unites Aerospace Folktales and Garage Sale is not the commitment to a particular 
medium, technique or genre, including the tradition of social documentary. It is an understanding 
of their art, not as opposed to 'life', the 'real' world or 'real' politics, nor as necessarily an attempt 
to immediately merge with such general abstractions, but rather as always in transit between 
multiple discursive frames with their own shifting disciplinary limits, none of which qualify as 
the 'real' or its negation.78 Rather than attempting to close down this movement, to "arrest the 
flow of differences," they rely on it.79  
Claire Bishop has argued that attempts at instigating politicized forms of participation 




 century. On the one hand, 
there are "constructivist gestures of social impact, which refute the injustice of the world by 
proposing an alternative," those gestures that would attempt to envision or even produce utopias 
through the production of art.80 On the other hand, there are those gestures that function as "a 
nihilist redoubling of alienation, which negates the world's injustice and illogicality on its own 
                                                
always only seen within “the fleeting, particular instance.” In this way, such a totality is never an entirely 
present, visible static object, but something glimpsed through partial, temporary, always developing 
traces. 
Alberro, “The Dialectics of Everyday Life.” 113 
78 One could think of this dynamic by way of Jacques Lacan’s definition of the real. As Hal Foster has 
done in his discussion of the historical and neo-avant-gardes. If the attempt to escape the ostensibly, 
merely symbolic or merely imaginary confines of art in order to enter into 
79 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Politics. 112 
80 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London: Verso 
Books, 2012). 275 
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terms."81 "Constructivist gestures" face the fundamental problem of asserting a socio-political 
force behind the art work that has rarely if ever existed, therefore, dooming their very attempt 
from the beginning to failure. Strategies of "nihilist redoubling" face the fundamental problem of 
transforming "the negation of a negation" into a positive form of collective engagement. Jeff 
Wall has described how the attempt to merge these two poles in both Buchloh's criticism and 
much of the art the critic celebrates, produces an irresolvable paradox in which constructivist 
gestures are manifested through expressions of their own impotence.82  
Aerospace Folktales and Garage Sale grow out of another understanding of the 
intersection of politics and art, one that inflects all the work of Rosler, Lonidier and Sekula’s 
discussed in this dissertation. An art work may not, on its own, be able to function as a politically 
effective actor, either through the proposal and production of utopian social worlds, or through 
the rigorous negation of the world in which it exists, however, it might be able to act 
momentarily in concert with moments of political possibility, taking advantage of them rather 
than producing them with their own sovereign power. It is this same possibility that Rosler and 
Sekula describe and extend through their articulation of the circuitous history of photography’s 




                                                
81 Ibid. 
82 Jeff Wall, “A Draft For ‘Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel,’” in Jeff Wall: Selected Essays and Interviews, 
ed. N.Y.) Museum of Modern Art (New York (New York; London: Museum of Modern Art; Thames & 










Rosler and Sekula both graduated from UCSD’s MFA program in 1974, later that year 
they moved together to New York City. Lonidier and Steinmetz would stay in San Diego in their 
positions as professors in the Visual Arts Department. Sekula and Rosler would return to San 
Diego for several extended periods between 1975 and 1978, but all four artists would not 
continue to meet as frequently as they did between 1971 and 1974. Lonidier, Sekula and Rosler, 
in particular, would stay in regular contact until the end of the decade, but the intensity of their 
intellectual and artistic exchange began to wane, particularly after Sekula and Rosler 
permanently, and separately, moved away from San Diego in 1978.  
Between January and April of 1975, Rosler and Sekula published three articles in 
Artforum, two extended essays, one by Sekula and one by Rosler, and one long review by 
Sekula. Although written individually by the two artists, the ideas elaborated in these articles 
grew directly out of the dialogue between the entire group during the preceding five years, and, 
as will be investigated further below, retroactively laid out the theoretical stakes of their shared 
artistic practice up until that point. As Lonidier, Rosler and Sekula have noted, these articles 
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grew out of an explicit decision arrived at by the group sometime around that latter half of 1974 
to have the latter two artists represent the ideas of the group in writing.83  
Each one of these essays, in various ways, addresses photography’s increasingly 
prominent status as modernist art. As discussed in the first chapter, John Szarkowski, who had 
been Director of Photography at MoMA since 1962, had consolidated a modernist re-reading of 
the entire history of photography capable of appropriating any photographic image into its 
narrative on the basis of its medium and formal qualities alone. Szarkowski’s tenure coincided 
with and bolstered the revivified art world careers of older documentary photographers like 
Evans and Dorothea Lange, and younger photographers like Garry Winogrand, Diane Arbus, and 
Lee Friedlander. By 1975, Szarkowski’s project had already become familiar, and the status of 
these “new documentarians” long since secured.84 At the same time, photography had many 
other lives beyond this modernist retrenchment as an integral part of Conceptual, performative 
and post-Minimalist practices. These essays, appearing in Artforum, still the undisputed center of 
the art world press, were a well-timed rebuke to the perceived hegemony of photographic 
modernism. Over the next several years, writers like Christopher Phillips, Abigail Solomon-
Godeau, Douglas Crimp and Rosalind Krauss would develop an entire postmodern and post-
structuralist literature on photography, with the exception of some of Victor Burgin’s writings in 
                                                
83 Buchloh, “Conversation with Allan Sekula.” 39 
Buchloh, “A Conversation with Martha Rosler.” 46 
Lonidier, Interview with author, op cit. 
Rosler, Interview with author, op cit. 
84 One of the most important exhibitions John Szarkowski presented at MoMA was the 1967 show New 
Documents, which feature the work of Friedlander, Arbus and Winogrand. 
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the United Kingdom, Rosler and Sekula’s text were some of the first major salvos in the rejection 
of photographic modernism and the reconnection between photography and the social.85 
For Sekula, Rosler and Lonidier, it was their first major appearance to an art world 
audience. Only Lonidier and Sekula had had solo exhibitions in galleries or museums outside of 
UCSD prior to 1975, and in both instances they were small exhibitions, which did not receive 
much or any coverage by the art world press.86 As they all knew at the time, it would be these 
essays that first introduced them to a significant portion of the art world public. The arguments 
forwarded in them were, therefore, also a way of clearing a path forward for their own work. 
There is a very long and continuing debate on the nature, or lack thereof, of photography.87 For 
                                                
85 Victor Burgin’s Work and Commentary was published in 1973. Sekula, Lonidier and Rosler do not 
appear to have been aware of Burgin’s writing until after the 1975 publication of these essays.  
Victor Burgin, Work and Commentary (Latimer New Dimensions, 1973). 
86 In 1974, Sekula exhibited a version of Aerospace Folktales at the Brand Library Art Center in Glendale 
California. Lonidier had also show at the Brand Library Art Center, as well as having a small show at the 
Oakland Museum of Art in 1974. Rosler was included in two group shows in 1974, Impact Art-Video Art 
’74 at the Musée des Arts Décoratifs in Lausanne, Switzerland and An Image is Worth a Thousand Words 
at Grossmont College in El Cajon, California. By the end of 1975, Rosler’s video work had been included 
in several group exhibitions and was beginning to become recognized in the burgeoning field of ‘video 
art’. 
87 It is impossible to even begin to capture the scope of this debate in a footnote, but suffice it to say that 
Sekula and Rosler’s characterization of photography as without an inherent identity became hegemonic in 
certain circles of American art history in the 1980s. By the late 1990s, that hegemony was increasingly 
questioned with a return to an investigation of photography itself as either a medium, sign, technology or 
discourse with specific, enduring qualities. Some key examples from this debate are listed below. 
Ariella Azoulay, Civil Imagination: A Political Ontology of Photography (London; New York: Verso, 
2012). 




the purposes of this chapter, that question will be deferred. What is of interest here is not whether 
Sekula and Rosler were ‘correct’ in their characterization of photography, but how that 
characterization was useful for them as a way of envisioning their practice. 
Sekula’s “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning” was the first of these essays to be 
published, appearing in Artforum in January, 1975. In the course of the essay he sketches out a 
genealogy of what he terms “photographic discourse,” “the bounded arena of shared 
expectations” in which photographic images take on meaning.88 Photography, as Sekula 
describes it, has unique affective, legal and “informational” status because it is understood to be 
                                                
Vilem Flusser, Towards a Philosophy of Photography (Reaktion Books, 2000). 
François Laruelle, The Concept of Non-Photography, (Falmouth, UK: New York: Urbanomic/Sequence 
Press, 2011). 
Molly Nesbit, Atget’s Seven Albums (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992). 
Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Photography at the Dock: Essays on Photographic History, Institutions, and 
Practices (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991). 
 John Tagg, The Burden of Representation: Essays on Photographies and Histories (Minneapolis, Minn.: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1993). 
Still Moving: Between Cinema and Photography (Durham: Duke University Press Books, 2008). 
The Contest of Meaning: Critical Histories of Photography (The MIT Press, 1992). 
88 This essay will refer to the, moderately, more accessible reprinting of Sekula’s essay in his 1984 book, 
Photography Against the Grain. The essay was not altered for its republication. It is worth noting that, in 
this collection both “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning” and “Paparazzo Notes” are dated 
“1974.” This seems to indicate that while published 1975, they were written before the end of 1974. 
Allan Sekula, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning,” in Photography Against the Grain: Essays 
and Photo Works 1973-1983 (Halifax, N.S: Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1984), 2–
21. 2 
originally published as: 
Allan Sekula, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning,” Artforum, January 1975. 
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“an unmediated copy of the real world.”89 This understanding is not the result of an inherent 
quality of the photographic process, but the emergence of a foundational “myth” of 
photography’s “primitive core of meaning.”90 Photography, according to this myth, which is 
reproduced in various ways from William Henry Fox Talbot’s first writings about his invention 
to Andre Bazin’s ontological analyses of the technology through Roland Barthes’ then recent 
semiotic readings, is an image that arises from a causal relationship to the thing it represents.91 It 
is not an interpretation, a description, but, an effect, an index, as Rosalind Krauss would classify 
it a few years later, of the thing to which it refers.92 As a result of this “mythic aura of neutrality” 
                                                
89 Ibid. 4 
90 Roland Barthes’ separation of the photographic message into connotative and directly denotative 
functions is, Sekula argues, untenable. The notion of photographic denotation, a direct reference to the 
world itself enable by the unique nature of the photographic process, is already a part of the historical, 
culturally determined connotation of photography.   
Ibid. 5 
91 While Sekula strongly critiques Barthes in this essay, he later noted his indebtedness to his ideas. 
Sekula similarly identifies the photograph’s function as a “message without a code,” although for the 
artist they were not inherent aspects of the structure of the photographic sign, but the result of a 
contingent, historical discourse. 
Roland Barthes, “The Rhetoric of the Image,” in Image-Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill 
and Wang, 1978), 32–51. 
----, “The Photographic Message,” in Image-Music-Text, trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1978), 15–31. 
André Bazin and Hugh Gray, “The Ontology of the Photographic Image,” Film Quarterly 13, no. 4 
(1960): 4–9. 
Sekula. “Introduction.” In Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983. xiii 
Talbot, The Pencil of Nature. 
92Rosalind Krauss, “Notes on the Index: Seventies Art in America,” October 3 (Spring 1977): 68–81. 
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photography is able to play a critical role in legal, journalistic, advertising and scientific 
discourse, among many others, serving not only as a description of an event, but evidence of its 
occurrence. The photographic discourse is then the symbiotic relationship between a “mythic 
aura of neutrality,” and functionality of that aura within various discourses; it is, in Sekula’s 
words, “a system within which the culture harnesses photographs to various representational 
tasks.”93 At the outset, photography is defined in relation to its instrumental use, and the 
particular myth that supports that use.94 It has no fixed identity either as artistic medium or, more 
generally, as a visual language.  
The beginning of the essay, amounts to an investigation into the conditions of possibility 
for the production of a photographic utterance. It’s an investigation, that, in many ways, follows 
the self-reflexive logic earlier identified in the development of Minimalism, and Conceptual art 
and institutional critique. As has been argued in the first two chapters, this development, grounds 
art’s political possibilities in the careful investigation of its own institutional and discursive 
restrictions. While breaking with a modernist notion of self-sufficiency, this move nonetheless 
preserves the modernist tradition of self-criticality. In Sekula’s essay, the photograph is the object 
of similar scrutiny. No longer treated as a self-sufficient image, a trace of the world legible 
without the mediation of conventional language, the photograph becomes a sign. Its apparent 
                                                
93 Sekula, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning.” 5 
94 Sekula does not yet quite go as far as John Tagg would in 1993, by defining the emergence of 
photographic realism as a product of those tasks. Although he would approach that characterization in his 
1986 essay “The Body and the Archive.” 
Sekula, “The Body and the Archive.” 
Tagg, The Burden of Representation. 
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self-sufficiency does not preexist its immersion within various discursive frames, but is the effect 
of the fundamental “myth” of “photographic discourse” itself.95 Unlike the self-critical 
investigation of art’s conditions, Sekula’s analysis of photography leads towards something split 
between an array of “tasks” none of which uniquely define the limits of its meaning or function. 
Photography is only contingently, and momentarily, playing the role of evidence, art, 
entertainment, before being “harnessed” to other “representational tasks.”96 
 
                                                
95 Sekula specifically critiques Roland Barthes’ separation between the denotative and connotative 
meanings of a photograph. The denotative meaning, for Barthes, is related to the photograph’s existence 
as a trace of the world itself, and is independent of and prior to the connotative meaning that arises from 
the photograph’s immersion in language and culture. As Sekula writes, “In the real world no such 
separation is possible. Any meaningful encounter with a photograph must necessarily occur at the level of 
connotation.” 
Sekula, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning.” 5 
96 Sekula notes in the introduction to Photography against the Grain that he was becoming increasingly 
interested in the writing of Russian linguist Valentin Voloshinov around the time of writing this article. 
John Roberts has argued that Sekula was one of the few critics or artists during this time to incorporate 
Voloshinov’s conception of signification as a process that arises from the “the contradictions of material 
interests that cross and contain the image,” or any other form of sign. This initial analysis, which breaks 
apart the apparent neutrality of the photographic as not the cause, but the result of the specific uses to 
which it was put, likely owes a debt to Voloshinov. 
John Maddox Roberts, The Art of Interruption: Realism, Photography, and the Everyday (Manchester; 
New York: Manchester University Press, 1998). 162 
Voloshinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language.  




45. Alfred Stieglitz, The Steerage, 1907 
 
In the latter two-thirds of the essay, Sekula addresses the early 20
th
 century modernist 
appropriation of photography as art through the figure of Alfred Stieglitz, and the documentary 
use of photography through the figure of Lewis Hine. Of the two, Stieglitz receives far more 
attention. In particular, Sekula turns his attention to the elder photographer’s description of 
making The Steerage (1907). The Steerage, one of Stiegltiz’s most famous photographs, depicts 
the lower and upper decks of a cruise ship upon which the artist was traveling. The photograph 
shows two groups of people, neatly divided by a gangway that extends beyond the left-hand side 
of the frame, below are those riding in “steerage,” above those wealthy enough to travel in more 
comfortable accommodations. A detailed formal analysis of this image is not necessary in this 
context, but suffice it to say, that it presents a clear formal division between two groups equally 
clearly divided by class. In Stieglitz’s telling, this photograph is able to transcend the specifics of 
its referent, evoking the “deepest human feeling,” not through any reading of the situation itself, 
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but through the “related shapes” if its abstracted form.97 As Sekula writes, “Stieglitz’s reductivist 
compulsion is extreme, his faith in the power of the image so intense, that he denies the iconic 
level of the image and makes his claim for meaning at the level of abstraction.”98 This is, for 
Sekula, the triumph of abstraction as a universal, naturalized metaphor. It is a move that parallels 
the founding myth of photography, reestablishing an absolute, unmediated relationship between 
the photograph and its meaning, while transforming that meaning from a metonymic relationship 
to a past event, to a metaphorical relationship to a particular emotion. In so doing, it removes the 
photograph from any dependency on a framing discourse, instead, making the image a self-
sufficient abstract form. This is echoed in Stieglitz’s treatment of the photographs in his 
magazine Camera Work, with each image presented in pristine, photogravure reproduction with 
no additional commentary. Photography becomes art, in this schema, only by closing itself off 
from all other forms of meaning, providing an aesthetic experience that is independent of the 
social world in which it exists.99 For Sekula, the fundamental problem with Stieglitz’s move is 
not the use of photography for the production of art, it is the definition of art as something that 
                                                
97Alfred Stieglitz, “Alfred Stieglitz: Four Happenings,” in Photographers on Photography, ed. Nathan 
Lyons (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1966), 129–30. 
quoted in: 
Sekula, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning.” 14 
98 Ibid. 
99 As Bakhtin might say, Stieglitz appropriation of photography is an attempt to impose a unitary language 
upon photography denying its “socially heteroglot multiplicity.” 
Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination. 278 
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transcends, and excludes, all the other specific tasks to which photography might be put. As 
Sekula writes, 
 
“I would argue that the devolution of photographic art into mystical trivia is the result of 
a fundamental act of closure. This closure was effected in the first place in order to 
establish photography as an art. A clear boundary has been drawn between photography 
and its social character. In other words, the ills of photography are the ills of estheticism. 
Estheticism must be superseded, in its entirety, for a meaningful art, of any sort, to 
emerge.”100 (emphasis in original) 
 
Sekula makes clear here that he is not arguing against the existence of photography 
within various discourses of art, but the “estheticist” assumption that such an existence is 
dependent on a rejection and obfuscation of the photograph’s relationship to other tasks. He 
further argues that the undoing of this “clear boundary” is not merely an issue for photography, 
but for the existence of “a meaningful art of any sort.”101 Photography does not have the unique 
ability to cross or dissolve this boundary, but the history of photography, as an instrumental 
image, makes that boundary visible as such. Since it continues to have “various representational 
tasks” in fields far beyond the art world, the “closure” of an “estheticist” reading of photography 
can be seen against the range of other readings and concomitant “representational tasks” it must 
exclude.  
 
                                                





46. Lewis Hine, Neil Gallagher, worked two years in breaker. Leg crushed between cars. Wilkes-Barre, 
Pennsylvania, November, 1909, 1909 
 
Sekula contrasts Stieglitz with Lewis Hine, and specifically his work for Charities and 
Commons and The Survey, in the early 20
th
 century. Hine, unlike Stieglitz, takes photographs 
with an “explicit politics” and even a legal instrumentality, used in various campaigns to change 
legislation.102 Sekula argues, it is not the inherent nature of these photographs that sets them 
apart from Stieglitz, but the frames through which they were received. Integrated into a rhetoric 
of “liberal-reformist social-work,” Hine’s photographs were meant to establish a relationship of 
empathy between viewer and subject, one that might lead to further political, legal or financial 
action on the part of the viewer.103 In the case of an image like Neil Gallagher, worked two years 
                                                
102 Sekula, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning.” 19 
103 Sekula, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning.” 17 
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in breaker. Leg crushed between cars. Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, November, 1909 (1909), the 
partial caption alone, which serves as the title, grounds the image in a specific location and time, 
and provides a reason for the injury that we witness.104  Published in books and pamphlets and 
used in exhibitions and lectures by the National Child Labor Committee (NCLC), Hine’s 
photograph took on evidentiary value, while also serving to frame Gallagher as a subject worthy 
of assistance, someone whose suffering placed a moral demand on the viewer. Sekula is not 
uncritical of Hine and NCLC’s portrayal of subjects like Gallagher as passive victims who 
merely await the charitable assistance of more fortunate individuals.105 But he is equally 
                                                
104 The full listing for the image in the Library of Congress includes the complete caption, which was 
taken from an attached card provided by the NCLC.: 
Hine, Lewis Wickes. “National Child Labor Committee No. 954. 1-Legged Boy. Neil Gallagher, Wilkes 
Barre, Pa. Born January 14, 1891. Went to Work at about 9 Years. Worked about Two Years in Breaker. 
Went inside at about 11 Years. ‘Tripper,’ Tending Door. 83 Cents [a] Day. Injured May 2, 1904. Leg 
Crushed between Cars. Amputated at Mercy Hospital, Wilkes Barre. ‘Baltimore Tunnell’ - ‘Black 
Diamond’ D. & H. Co. Thomas Lewellin Superintendent (inside Boys); Samuel Morgan, Superintendent. 
In Hospital 9 Weeks. Amputated Twice. No Charge. Received Nothing from Company. ‘Was Riding 
between Cars and We Aren’t Supposed to Ride between Them.’ No Written Rules, but They Tell You Not 
To. Mule Driver (who Was on for First Day) Had Taken His Lamp and He Tried to Reach across Car to 
Get It. Slipped between Bumpers. Been Working in Breakers Since. Same Place $1.10 a Day. Work Only 
about 1/2 Time. Work about 6 Hour Day. Left 3 Months Ago. Been in N.Y. - No Work. Trying to Get 
Work in Poolroom. Applicant at Bureau for Handicapped, 105 E. 22nd Street, N.Y. Nov. 1, 1909. Father 
Living, (Mother Dead.) Miner Same Place. Hurt Month Ago Rock Fall. 2 Brothers 25, 27. Home 15 
Pennsylvania St. Location: Wilkes Barre, Pennsylvania.” Still image, 1909. 
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/ncl2004000817/PP/. 
105 This was, of course, a critique he and Rosler would sharpen in their later essays. 
Sekula, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of Representation).”  
Martha Rosler, “In, around and Afterthoughts (on Documentary Photography),” in Martha Rosler: 3 
Works (Halifax, N.S: The Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1981). 
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interested in demonstrating how, in Hine’s work, the aesthetic and the political intertwine. The 
evidentiary status of Hine’s image as a “report” combine with the aesthetic decisions that allow, 
for example, his portrait of Gallagher to present him as both victim and as someone capable of 
triumphing over his condition. Those aesthetic decisions, in turn, cannot be clearly separated 
from their persuasive, even propagandistic value, in directing the affective reaction of the viewer 
towards some form of action on behalf of the photograph's subject. Hine’s work comes to play a 
socio-political role not because of a denial of its aesthetic qualities, which, in fact, are recruited 
for this task. Instead, it comes to play that role because of the specific, temporary frame into 
which it enters.106 
Photography itself, as Sekula describes it, is not inherently located within a single 
discourse, nor does it, in and of itself constitute a single, unified language or medium. Its 
function is dependent on its use and legibility in those particular discourses in which it comes to 
serve as an utterance and to those particular publics to which it becomes addressed. The 
production of the photograph is thus always already a statement thrown out into a heteroglot 
environment, with its success or failure in one of many competing languages not dependent on 
its absence from others. It is only through the founding mistake of Stieglitz’s brand of formalist 
modernism that the denial of the photograph’s always growing, indefinite set of interpellations is 
seen as necessary for it to become art. 
 Published three months after Sekula’s first essay, the April, 1975 issue of Artforum 
included Rosler’s “Lee Friedlander’s Guarded Strategies,” as well as Sekula’s untitled review of 
                                                
106 Of course, as Sekula would allude to, Hine’s photographs could be, and would be reappropriated 
within a formalist modernist aesthetic by Szarkowski among others, as discussed in the first chapter. 
Sekula, “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning.” 20 
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the book Jacqueline by the paparazzi photographer Ron Galella. Both essays extend Sekula’s 
discussion of the relationship between photography’s social and aesthetic “tasks.” Friedlander 
and Galella both attempt to frame their photographs as art, however, they have vastly different 
levels of success. It is in Galella’s failure that Sekula is able to see a politics of the photographic 
image, which Rosler demonstrates Friedlander so deftly obscures. 
 
 
    47. Lee Friedlander, Mobile, Alabama, 1969 
 
At the time of Rosler’s essay, Friedlander was arguably the most prominent figure in the 
postwar modernist reception of photography. Included along with Arbus and Winogrand in 
Szarkowski’s 1967 New Documents at MoMA, which was central to the establishment of the 
aesthetic parameters of modernist photography, Friedlander was, in Rosler’s words, 
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“approaching the status of classic in his genre.”107 Even more than Arbus and Winogrand, 
Friedlander represented the translation of the appearance of certain 1930s documentary 
photographs, particularly those made by Walker Evans, into an artistic ‘style.’ As Rosler observes 
in the opening lines of her essay, Szarkowski dubbed Friedlander’s images “false documents.” 
That is, while appearing like documentary photographs, they do not serve that function. “[T]he 
work is firmly claimed as part of an art tradition,” Rosler claims, “and distinguished from the 
documentary of the thirties and earlier, which was meant to ‘change the world.”108 Whatever 
happens to appear in Friedlander’s work is cut off from its relationship to the world external to 
the photograph, and instead to be read in terms of its role in the formal composition of the image 
itself. Friedlander, Rosler argues, is the postwar modernist negation of Stieglitz as presented in 
Sekula’s earlier essay. If Stieglitz bracketed all of photography’s potential instrumentality in 
order to produce it as a vehicle for feeling, Friedlander does so in order to produce a formally 
rigorous ambiguity, exposing the “arbitrariness” of the supposedly naturalized connection 
between certain forms and certain feelings.109 This expose leads towards a more purified 
formalism, in which the the photograph is taken to succeed or fail based, not on its ability to 
                                                
107 This essay will refer to the more accessible reprinted version of Rosler’s text in her collection Decoys 
and Disruptions. The text was reprinted without alteration except for a change in title. 
Martha Rosler, “Lee Friedlander, An Exemplary Modern Photographer,” in Decoys and Disruptions: 
Selected Writings, 1975--2001 (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2006), 113–31. 130 
originally published as: 
Martha Rosler, “Lee Friedlander’s Guarded Strategies,” Artforum 13, no. 6 (February 1975): 46–53. 




produce a particular affect, but solely on the formal wit and rigor of its composition.  However, 
Friedlander and Szarkowski’s attempt at establishing a formal modernist autonomy for 
photography requires constant careful defense against the social in any form. Rosler proceeds to 
consider several of Friedlander’s techniques for achieving this, in particular, his frequent use of 
reflections, and foreground-background juxtapositions, to create montage effects that highlight 
the formal qualities of the photographic image, while obscuring the relationship between image 
and referent. The result, as Rosler argues, is that “nothing is serious but the photographic image” 
itself, which allows Friedlander “unbounded irresponsibility to the people he photographs.”110  
This is assisted, not only by Szarkowski’s textual framing, but also his and Friedlander’s, more 
literal, physical framing of each image as an autonomous view without direct relation to the other 
images in each of his series. This “irresponsibility” and the apparent autonomy of his 
photographs are, as Rosler shows, only the result of Friedlander and Szarkowski’s “guarded 
strategies,” a relentless, secondary denial of the photographs immersion in the social world. 
Galella represents the antipode of Friedlander's rigorous, affectless aestheticism. As 
described in Sekula’s review, the paparazzo is a somewhat pathetic figure, but he is at the same 
time almost the (anti-)hero of these three essays.111 In his book, as Sekula describes it, Galella 
                                                
110 Rosler, “Lee Friedlander, An Exemplary Modern Photographer.” 130 
111 As with “On Photographic Meaning,” I will be referencing the unaltered reprinting of Sekula’s article 
in Photography Against the Grain. 
Allan Sekula, “Paparazzo Notes,” in Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983 
(Halifax, N.S: Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1984), 23–31. 
Originally published as: 




goes to great lengths to frame his paparazzi photographs of Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis as “art.” 
However, his rhetorical and formal techniques are far less sophisticated than Szarkowski or 
Friedlander's. He argues for his work's position as "art," in large part, by claiming that they 
provide a special insight into his subject’s life and character, and, by extension, reflect his own 
unique ability as a photographer to provide this insight. Sekula is quick to point out that the thin 
illusion of such an insight is provided only by sequencing and captioning what are otherwise 
utterly banal shots of the celebrity’s life. The story he tells, in the intermittent text throughout the 
book is not simply focused on Onassis, however, but is the narrative of his often combative 
relationship with his subject, who had just recently sued him. Galella frames his pursuit of his 
subject, Sekula argues, as an attempt “penetrate the wall” that someone as privileged as Onassis 
is able to erect, and get to the “real” woman that is otherwise hidden from those of lesser 
standing.112 In the photographer’s awkward attempts at self-mythification we are able to see a 
narrative of photojournalism as “war, rooted in the social inequality of photographer and 
subject.”113 In Galella’s narrative, photography is only contingently framed as art, while always 
inherently grounded in a social interaction of some kind. To the extent that photography has an 
essence in these essays, it is one that it shares with any form of cultural production, it necessarily 
emerges out of and exists within the social and political world. As Sekula says in the conclusion 
to his review, 
 
“We tend to forget that the making of human likeness on film is political act. Galella may 
be an opportunist and a hustler, and he may take fame any way he can get it. But his one 
                                                
112 Sekula, “Paparazzo Notes.” 29 
113 Sekula, “Paparazzo Notes.” 30 
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virtue as an artist lies in the fact that what is hidden in most photographer’s work, the 
transaction that brought the image into the world, is painfully obvious in his.”114 
 
Whereas Friedlander goes to great lengths to establish his disconnection from the world 
he photographs, Galella cannot help but make visible each photograph as a kind of contest 
between himself, his subject, and those that would prevent him from ‘getting the shot.’ Galella 
demonstrates that Friedlander’s denial of the social, of the political, is itself a socio-political act, 
an indemnification against responsibility all the more suspect for its greater success. 
If “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning” establishes photography as something 
always produced within various discursive frames, the contrast between Friedlander and Galella 
establish the social relations that necessarily underlie the production of a photograph. 
Photography, as described in these three essays, is an inherently social, cultural production that 
comes to be through the various “tasks” to which it is harnessed.  
Douglas Crimp has argued that photography’s entry into the art world threatened the 
“guarded autonomy of modernist art” with the “incursions of the real world that photography has 
readmitted to the purview of art.”115 What Sekula and Rosler saw in 1975 was not only that 
photography’s existence within modern art threatened to allow the “real world” to get in, but 
photography’s very status could be a model for an art that did not understand its existence within 
the art world to necessarily imply an “imprisonment…in the discourse of modernism and the 
institution of the museum, hermetically sealed off from the rest of culture and society.”116 The 
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history of photographic modernism that the two artists chart is a continual defense against the 
intrusion of the social world into the reception of photography. Photography, described by Sekula 
and Rosler, is always already a site of social conflict, even its ostensible de-politicization as 
modernist art requires the constant maintenance of a boundary around its other potential uses. 
The history of the photography’s appropriation by modernism is the history of this ongoing 
conflict, a defense of photography-as-art’s autonomy from the social by a continual, careful 
bracketing of its connections to the world beyond the image. What these three essays highlight, 
however, is how photography is always in excess of these attempts at “imprisonment.” Its history 
is a story of multiplying uses that intersect with, while continuing to extend beyond, the art 
world. As Sekula and Rosler describe it, the establishment of a contradiction between 
photography’s existence as art and its various instrumental tasks is the product of the defense of a 
limited form of modernism. Photography “itself” is without a center, it is rather nothing other 
than a constant disagreement over its definition. Sekula would later write that he was “quickly 
impressed…by the extreme to degree to which photographic meaning was dependent on 
context.”117 But it is not simply the meaning of an individual photograph that is fundamental to 
Rosler and Sekula’s discussion here, but the way in which photography presents an aesthetic 
practice that cannot inherently be tied to a particular public or a particular discourse, but whose 
history is one of constant motion between various appropriations. In the figure of photography, 
                                                
117 Sekula, “Introduction.” xii 
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Sekula and Rosler outline an art that is both always “dependent” on the “context” of its various 
uses and without an inherent grounding in any specific use.118   
Photography’s social role is not defined by either its autonomous power to actualize a 
utopian program or effectively embody its own limitations, but the ways in which it is put to 
work in its “various representational tasks.” The movement between these tasks opens up the 
possibility of art practice as something neither defined by, nor necessitating an escape from, its 
institutional conditions, but rather as gestures whose “art relation” is never exclusive. It is a 
description that opens the possibility of something akin to what Gerald Raunig has described as 
“the transversal concatenation of art machines and revolutionary machines, in which both 
overlap, not to incorporate one another, but rather to enter into a concrete exchange relationship 
for a limited time.”119 Here Raunig makes use of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari’s concept of 
                                                
118 This figure was, of course, indebted to the structuralist and post-structuralist ideas both artists had 
encountered at UCSD. They conceive of the photograph, in many ways, as a “living utterance” existing 
between multiple languages, on the model of Bakhtin’s theory of heteroglossia, as described in the 
discussion of Aerospace Folktales. Sekula’s understanding of the photograph’s meaning as defined by its 
relationship to various “tasks” also seems to reflect both Bakhtin and his colleague Voloshinov’s 
conception of language as always ingrained in the material conditions of the world in which it existed. 
Further, this notion that a photograph, and even photography itself, are kinds of empty signifiers defined 
by the discourse into which they enter seems indebted Roman Jakobson’s concept of ‘the shifter,’ a totally 
context dependent signifier. Particularly in “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning,” there is a sense 
of the continual openness of any given signifier/photograph to further determinations and interpellations 
that seems to reflect a more post-structuralist understanding of language, although it is difficult to 
attribute to a specific writer. 
Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination.  
Roman Jakobson, Selected Writings: Word and Language (Mouton De Gruyter, 1971). 
Voloshinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language. 
119 Gerald Raunig, Art and Revolution: Transversal Activism in the Long Twentieth Century 
(Semiotext(e), 2007). 18 
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the machine as a complex, non-hierarchical “constellation,” that includes social as well as 
epistemological and technological “arrangements.” For Raunig, the potential for a “transversal” 
revolutionary art lies in its ability, not to dominate or merely submerge into, but to intersect with 
ongoing moments of political crisis and potential.  
It is the potential for such “transversal” connections between art and other forms of 
cultural and political action and organization, that Rosler and Sekula sketch in their remarks on 
photography. This potential was not unique to a given technology, although it was particularly 
visible within the history of the uses of photography. An art practice conceived on this model 
could be dependent on its discursive conditions of possibility, without being dependent on one 
unique discourse. Rosler and Lonidier’s work between 1974 and 1976 attempt to do just this, 
existing as art that is outside of itself, tactically exploiting its circulation between multiple 






















Between the fall of 1974 and the spring of 1976, Rosler produced several pieces, and 
Lonidier completed Health and Safety Game, his most important and ambitious work up to that 
point. Sekula, focused primarily on writing, made almost no art during this period aside from a 
few private and unfinished pieces only exhibited decades later.120 Two works during this period 
stand out as marking the central elements of their practice, Rosler’s The Bowery in two 
inadequate descriptive systems (1974-1975) and Lonidier’s Health and Safety Game (1976). 
                                                
120 These include several of the works in a series now titled California Stories in which he took took 
pictures around southern California in several short sequences that were meant to illustrate “that social 
topography was inevitably the site of strife, class war, land-grabs, ethnic-cleansing, repression and 
empire.” Sekula conceived these explicitly as a response to the 1975 exhibition New Topographics, which 
included photographers like Bernd and Hilla Becher, Stephen Shore, Lewis Baltz and Robert Adams. As 
Sekula would later write, he saw these artists as removing any sense of “human or social agency” from 
their photographs.  
During this time, he also produced a private work for Rosler, Prosthesis/Coney: Three 
Consecutive Frames and Two Definitions for Martha (1976), which appears to have been partially based 
on The Bowery. 
Allan Sekula: Early Works (New York, N.Y: Christopher Grimes Gallery, 2013). 
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Each addresses different sorts of publics, and takes up different relationships to their distribution 
and exhibition, and in each these relationships are taken up as particular to the work itself, The 
Bowery made specifically for “art galleries and museums,” and Health and Safety Game for both 
union halls and art galleries.121 Taken as a whole, these works represent an attempt to reimagine 
their practice through the terms implicitly laid out by the figure of photography in the essays 
discussed above. Rosler’s early 1960s photomontages framed the question of a political art 
practice in terms of responding to and working legibly within the publics most central to those 
struggles one attempts to address. In the transition from Body Bags to 29 Arrests, Lonidier and 
Sekula make the attempt to mediate between those publics and the space of the gallery. 
Aerospace Folktales and Garage Sale no longer specifically posit a relationship to political 
activism, but attempt to form works that exist as a kind of disagreement with no clear, stable 
relation to a single public. The two works made between 1974 and 1976 return to Rosler’s 
original strategy with her photomontage work, treating the work as a legible utterance within the 
discourses governing those publics most central to the issues they address. But, in each of these 
cases, these works move, like the photograph in their contemporaneous essays, in between 
various interpellations, never entirely determined by any given one. 
 The Bowery is the earlier of the two works. The photographs were taken during 
two sessions between December, 1974 and January, 1975, the same month during which Sekula 
                                                
121 As quoted in chapter 2, Rosler described The Bowery as being made specifically for “art galleries and 
museums.” 
Buchloh, “A Conversation with Martha Rosler.” 45 
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completed and published “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning.”122 The piece was then 
assembled sometime in 1975.  Although Sekula may have at first thought the idea for the piece 
was “stupid,” it was created during the period of closest collaboration between the two artists.123 
Sometimes taken to stand for Rosler’s art in its entirety, The Bowery is somewhat anomalous 
within her body of work. Done at a time when the artist had been producing performances like 
Garage Sale, and was first exploring the possibilities of video in A budding gourmet (1974) and 
Semiotics of the Kitchen (1975) and mail art in her postcard novels, its form as a photo-text work 
to be hung on a wall was more typical of what Sekula and Lonidier would produce throughout 
the 1970s and beyond.  
Like her photomontages, its form emerged out of the discursive conditions of its intended 
public, in this case gallery-goers familiar with the conventions of recent art. As mentioned in the 
discussion of Aerospace Folktales, the photo-text format was already familiar by 1973. The 
Bowery was not only produced later, but adhered more closely to the generic confines of the 
photo-text work, as seen in pieces like Joseph Kosuth’s seminal juxtapositions of objects, 
definitions and photographs. As an extended set of direct, repeating photographs largely of a 
single element of the built environment they echoed the systematic photographic series of both 
Ruscha and Bernd and Hilla Becher. The long-winded, technical title, which Rosler has explicitly 
stated is part of the work, solidifies this connection with Conceptual art.124 Whatever The Bowery 
                                                
122 Edwards has determined these dates by looking at Rosler’s contact sheets. 
Edwards. Martha Rosler: The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems. 1 
123 Rosler notes in her interview with Buchloh that she described the work to a “close collaborator” and 
“he said it sounded stupid.” This is almost certainly Sekula. 
Buchloh, “A Conversation with Martha Rosler.” 39 
124 Buchloh, “A Conversation with Martha Rosler.” 44 
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had to say, it spoke fluently in one of the dominant, if slightly moribund, languages of the mid-
1970s art world. At the same time, Rosler wove her work into the history of social documentary 
and its recent modernist reappropriations. Her direct shots of storefronts recalled Walker Evan’s 
1930s photographs, as well as conceptual photography. Of course, by 1975, such a similarity 
with Evans would also bring to mind the photographer’s reception within Friedlander’s “false 
documents.” Although not as precisely organized as either photographer’s images, Rosler’s 
photographs similarly utilize the flat planes of building facades and their attached signs to create 
geometric compositions that juxtapose the more abstract forms of blank walls, with the textual 
markings of signs and graffiti. As the sequence progresses, as in books like Evans’ American 
Photographs or Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, there is a formal and thematic development 
between the photographs, which become gradually more and then less cluttered before ending on 
two shots, not of storefronts, but empty bottles on the ground. Like Evans, and unlike many 
touchstones of conceptual photography prior to the mid-1970s, both the internal composition of 
the images and their progression are neither arbitrary nor the result of a predetermined system, 
but sites for encoding meaning. Moreover, in choosing to photograph the Bowery, and allude to 
the problems of alcoholism and homelessness, Rosler was tying her work to some of the first 
examples of social documentary, in particular Jacob Riis’ late 19
th
 and early 20
th
 century 
photographs of the downtown New York poor, and Hine's later work in the same area.125 The 
Bowery’s homeless had remained a subject of documentary photographers into the present day, 
                                                
125 See in particular Riis’ How the Other Half Lives, originally published in 1890. 
Jacob A. Riis, How the Other Half Lives (SMK Books, 2012). 
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with Michael Zettler’s sentimental series The Bowery published as a successful book in 1975.126 
Already, in speaking these two languages simultaneously, Conceptual art and social 
documentary, Rosler produced an unstable hybrid. Several years earlier, in Shapolsky et al 
Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, A Real-Time Social System as of May 1, 1971 (1971), Hans 
Haacke had combined a documentary function with a similar photo-text format, exposing the real 
estate holdings of a notorious New York slum lord through a series of captioned photographs and 
documents. But Rosler’s work did not just serve a documentary function it quoted from and 
repurposed the recognizable visual and thematic language of social documentary. This stylistic 
quote was a more direct negation of Conceptual art’s general de-skilled treatment of the 
photograph, but more importantly, it connected the work’s treatment of the “inadequacy” of 
representation to the specific history of social documentary. Before even considering the split 
between text and image, the work divided attempts at interpretation between multiple, not 
entirely reconcilable languages.    
 
                                                
126 Rosler reproduces the cover of this book in her 1981 essay “In, Around, and Afterthoughts (on 
documentary photography).” 
Rosler. Martha Rosler: 3 Works. 




48. Martha Rosler, The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems (detail), 1974-1975  
 
 This divide has further implications when considering The Bowery’s relationship to its 
subject matter. Does the work function as a documentary or is it piece of Conceptual art about 
documentary? Most of the writing on The Bowery prior to the 2000s has leaned towards the 
latter.  In 1978, Sekula, in the first serious appraisal of the work, described The Bowery as having 
an “unrelentingly metacritical relation to the documentary genre.”127 Although, as explored 
                                                
127 As with Sekula’s other essays, I will be citing the reprinted version in Photography Against the Grain. 
This essay was also reprinted in Photography/Politics One and the catalogues for Sekula’s exhibitions 
Dismal Science and Performance Under Working Conditions. It was first published in the Massachusetts 
Review in 1978, and, was an extended version of an essay written for the catalogue for a 1976 exhibition 
by Lonidier and Steinmetz at the Long Beach Museum of Art and later published in Photography and 
Language in 1977. 
Sekula. “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of Representation.” 
In Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983, 53–75. 60 
previous and subsequent versions published as: 
Allan Sekula, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of 




below, Sekula’s nuanced reading is more complex than this quote indicates, this statement set the 
tone for many future readings. As mentioned in chapter two, in 1982, Buchloh read The Bowery 
as being a critique, similar to that of Rosler and Sekula’s 1975 essays, of the formal modernist 
reading of photography.128 In 1983, Craig Owens saw the work as a critique of documentary 
photography’s tendency to speak “on behalf of others,” and ignore the photographer’s own 
constitutive role in the production of the ostensibly objective photographic image.129  Abigail 
Solomon-Godeau, in 1984, described it as “an incisive critique of social documentary; an 
examination of the lacunae of representation, and an experiment in refusal as a politically 
informed art practice.”130 In each of these cases, The Bowery is absorbed into a comfortably neo-
                                                
———, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of Representation,” 
in Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works 1973-1983 (Halifax, N.S: Press of the Nova 
Scotia College of Art and Design, 1984), 53–75. 
———, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of Representation),” 
in Photography Politics: One, ed. Jo Spence et al. (Methuen, 1979), 171–85. 
———, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of Representation),” 
The Massachusetts Review 19, no. 4 (December 1, 1978): 859–83. 
———.  “Reinventing Documentary,” in Photography and Language, ed. Lew Thomas, Donna-Lee 
Phillips, and Camerawork Gallery (Camerawork Press, 1977). 
———. “Reinventing Documentary.” In Reinventing Documentary. Long Beach, CA: Long Beach 
Museum of Art, 1976. 
128 Buchloh. “Allegorical Procedures: Appropriation and Montage in Contemporary Art.” 
129Craig Owens, “The Discourse of Others: Feminism and Postmodernism,” in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays 
on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster (Bay Press, 1983), 57–82. 
130  Ironically, in 1985, Solomon-Godeau would point to the appearance of The Bowery at Light Gallery 
bearing “a purchase price of $3500 (purchase of the entire set was required)” as symptomatic of the 
absorption of potentially critical postmodernism by market forces and their reduction to “a “look,” an 
attitude, a style.” As we have seen, in Rosler’s case, this work was not secondarily absorbed by the gallery 
system, nor was its formal similarity to contemporaneous works accidental, though one might question 
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avant-garde understanding of the art work as negative critique, and yet, as we saw with 
Buchloh’s analysis in chapter two, the hybridization of the languages of Conceptual art and 
documentary lead these writers to frame this as a critique that extends beyond the conditions of 
art production itself. Owens’ and Solomon-Godeau’s readings parallel, and were likely impacted, 
by Rosler and Sekula’s critiques of liberal documentary, particularly the former artist’s 1981 “In, 
Around, and Afterthoughts (on documentary photography).” All three writers also reflect the 
shift towards intersections of aesthetic and politics in early 1980s critical postmodernism. 
Nonetheless, The Bowery in this sense can be seen as a kind of success, a decoy, in Rosler’s 
terminology, that by inserting itself so effectively into the discourse of art criticism provided a 
particularly useful lever to turn that criticism outwards towards a discussion of a specific set of 
issues for the politics of representation. As Rosler would later say, “the general public doesn’t 
care about inadequacy, the art world and artists care about adequacy of representational 
systems.”131 The Bowery allows that interest to be discussed as a political question of the 
representation of the poor, and specifically, the homeless. In this schema, the production of the 
                                                
Solomon-Godeau’s particular assertion of the work’s “stylistic unity” with the later appropriation pieces 
of Richard Prince and Sherrie Levine. Part of Solomon-Godeau’s interpretation undoubtedly arose from 
her erroneous description of The Bowery as originally a book project, citing its 1977 incarnation as part of 
Rosler’s 3 Works as its first incarnation. However, it was also grounded in an ability to understand 
Rosler’s contingent alignment with the commercial art world as a particular strategic choice meant to 
place the work within the discourse of critics like herself. 
Abigail Solomon-Godeau, “Living with Contradictions: Critical Practices in the Age of Supply-Side 
Aesthetics,” Social Text, no. 21 (1989): 191–213. 
-----, “Photography After Art Photography,” in Art after Modernism: Rethinking Representation, ed. 
Brian Wallis (New York; Boston: New Museum of Contemporary Art; D.R. Godine, 1984), 75–86. 120 
131 Buchloh, “A Conversation with Martha Rosler.” 45 
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work as a legible utterance within the current discourse of certain sections of the art world is not 
an end in and of itself, but a tactical exploitation of a moment of political possibility.  
 By successfully appearing as a form of Conceptual art about documentary, The 
Bowery comes to function as another kind of documentary. As Rosalind Deutsche and Cara 
Gendel Ryan argue, in a 1984 essay that also includes a brief early mention of The Bowery, “the 
bum” is a an often aestheticized, and depoliticized figure, whose naturalized, mythic 
representation of poverty moves “poverty itself…out of our field of vision.”132 The process of 
gentrification, which necessarily displaces the poorest, “useless” residents of a neighborhood, “is 
aided and abetted,” Deutsche and Ryan argue, “by an ‘artistic’ process whereby poverty and 
homelessness are served up for aesthetic pleasures.”133 In other words, the representation of “the 
bum” was not simply a question of abstract morality, but a phenomenon with direct implications 
for those living on the Bowery. Moreover, this process of gentrification, as Rosler herself would 
later describe in detail in her 2013 essay collection Culture Class, was also both driven by and 
partially responsible for the transformation of neighborhoods into centers of art world activity.134 
The Bowery erases this mythic image of “the bum,” replacing it with an unfolding list of slang 
terms related to drinking and the empty shots of storefronts. The viewer, like the viewer of 
Aerospace Folktales, is given no overarching category through which to frame these two 
“inadequate descriptive systems.” The textual frames, like the images, emphasizes absence, with 
                                                
132Rosalyn Deutsche and Cara Gendel Ryan, “The Fine Art of Gentrification,” October 31 (Winter 1984): 
91–111. 110-111 
133 Ibid. 
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large white backgrounds surrounding the isolated terms. The words and images, as Steve 
Edwards has discussed at length, do not inform one another like a typical photograph and its 
caption, but instead undermine one another.135 The “referential poverty” of the endless series of 
metaphors in the text being demonstrated by the specificity of the metonymic images of the 
storefronts, and the explanatory, poetic “poverty” of the photographs demonstrated by the 
evocative, associative play of the text.136 Between these two mutually undermining descriptions, 
we are left not with an image, but a challenge to construct one. The representation of “the 
Bowery” and its populace becomes a problem, and a problem with immediate social 
consequences.137 Just as Rosler’s photomontages presented themselves to those publics closest to 
the struggle against the war, The Bowery locates and speaks to those publics at the center of a 
very different, but nonetheless political, fight over representation. Unlike her photomontages, 
                                                
135 Edwards goes farther in his argument to claim that The Bowery “is a desperate attempt to clear a path - 
it is a degree zero artwork.” For Edwards, who adopts his notion of “degree zero artwork” from a reading 
of Barthes’ Writing Degree Zero, Rosler’s work is an attempt to negate both the metaphorical figuration 
of the word and and the metonymic figuration of the photograph. In doing so, Edwards argues, Rosler is 
attempting to return to a kind of blank slate in which a new language, in particular, a language in which it 
would be possible to imagine a new collectivity, could be created.  
Edwards, The Bowery in Two Inadequate Descriptive Systems. 101-112 
136 Sekula describes the various words in the text panels as having both “a signifying richness of 
metaphor” and a “referential poverty.” It is also important to note that Rosler’s use of found language in 
the text panels, like Sekula’s interviews in Aerospace Folktales, is indebted to David Antin’s interest in 
found language poetry. 
Sekula, “Dismantling Modernism.” 62 
137 If documentary, as William Stott argued in his influential 1973 book Documentary Expression in the 
Thirties, a way of coming to “grips with neither permanent nor necessary, conditions of a certain time and 
place,” Rosler takes on the central role of documentary in The Bowery, even while renouncing its legacy 
of representing the poor as objects of compassion. 
William Stott, Documentary Expression and Thirties America (Oxford University Press, 1973). 20 
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however, its function as art work becomes a crucial aspect of its existence, and its effect is 
dependent upon the multiple, not entirely reconcilable, discourses in which it simultaneously 
exists, with the referential function of documentary intertwined with its “metacritical” function 
as Conceptual art.  
 
 
49. Fred Lonidier, Health and Safety Game (detail), 1976/1978 
 
 First shown in 1976, Lonidier’s Health and Safety Game (1976/1978) did not only 
attempt to insert multiple discursive frames into its existence as gallery bound art work, but exist 
between multiple institutional locations with different publics, playing different roles at different 
times and in different spaces. Health and Safety Game was, at least, four years in the making. In 
1972, the artist decided to embark on a long term project related to occupational health and 
safety. Around the same time, he joined the UCSD teachers’ and librarians’ union, UC-AFT San 
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Diego Local 2034, and became more directly involved in labor organizing.138 The Occupational 
Health and Safety Act (OSHA) had been signed into law by President Nixon two years earlier, 
and California’s own, stricter health and safety act (CAL/OSHA) would be passed in 1973. 
Unions, including Lonidier’s, were becoming more focused on the long term health effects of 
labor, not simply injuries caused by accidents, but those caused by the routine activities required 
by various jobs.139 Lonidier contacted Ruth Heifetz, a UCSD doctor and medical researcher who 
studied occupational health and safety, and asked her to put him in touch with potential 
informants.140 Over the next four years, the artist would interview and photograph people from a 
range of occupations who suffered from various ailments, many related to the long term effects 
of the workplace environment or injuries caused by repetitive actions. The resulting images and 
text became Health and Safety Game. In assembling the work Lonidier had two kinds of publics 
in mind. On the one hand, he wanted Health and Safety Game to function as a Conceptual art 
work. On the other hand, he wanted it to serve as an instructional installation for union members 
around the country. His solution, was a series of photo-text panels. The sheer amount of text and 
the varying sizes of print setting it apart from the earlier, cleaner, more simplified displays of late 
1960s Kosuth or Rosler’s The Bowery, evoking more dense textual works like Haacke’s 
Shapolsky et al. or some of Art & Language’s 1970s pieces.  
 
                                                
138 Lonidier, Interview with author, op cit.  
Fred Lonidier. “Biography of UC-AFT San Diego Local 2034,” n.d. 
http://www.performanceawd.com/local2034/union_documents.html. 
139 Lonidier, Interview with author, op cit. 





50. Fred Lonidier, Health and Safety Game (installation view at Essex Street Gallery, 2014), 1976/1978 
 
An opening panel describes the methodology of the piece as using a "game model" to 
analyze health and safety. According to the panel, this model has two advantages: “First, it is in 
fact the model used by many of those in the real word who act upon and affect health and safety 
on the job. … Second, the game model allows us to see all participant’s actions in terms of a very 
specific and measurable goal.”141 At the outset, Lonidier frames his approach as instrumental, an 
attempt to convey information in a way that would make it most effectively actionable. Each 
proceeding panel takes the case of a person who has suffered from a work related injury, and 
follows their interactions with their employers, health insurance companies, and medical 
institutions. Above those stories at the top of each panel are what the artist calls his “game 
theoretical” analysis of various strategies used by management to act against organized labor, 
                                                
141 Fred Lonidier. The Health and Safety Game (1976/1978) 
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live “Underreport,” “Hire ‘Undocumented’ Workers,” “Enforce Management Solidarity.” Below, 
the individual stories are told in several different levels of details.  In large type the reader is 
given a schematic outline.  In progressively smaller type, more detailed versions are included. 
The stories themselves, even at their most detailed, are point-by-point descriptions of each 
significant event. The descriptions read like legal or medical reports, excluding any use of the 
first-person, or anything that might appear as subjective experience.  Interjected among these 
bare narratives, distinguished by italic font, are brief first person statements. These statements, 
most often made after Lonidier had shown his informants his more impersonal descriptions of his 
subjects’ situations, respond to and sometimes contest the artist’s characterizations. There are 
occasional interjections by Lonidier himself, usually humorous reflections on his experience 
making the project.  At the bottom of one panel are a series of blank, black photographs 
accompanied by the statement, “Damn! Flash and shutter were not in sync.  Had to return and 
repeat.”142 This interplay between the artist’s affectless descriptions, his more idiosyncratic 
asides, and the subject’s responses, undermine the technocratic sheen of objectivity, which 
characterizes the rest of the piece. Each panel also contains several photographs. These images 
focus, almost exclusively, on either the location of the injury on the body, or on some detail 
connected with that injury. In several panels, doctors reports and medical bills are also 
reproduced. Lonidier made this choice, in part, to obscure the identities of some of his 
informants who feared potential retaliation by their employers.143 However, it also pulls the 
                                                
142 Ibid. 
143 Lonidier, Interview with author, op cit. 
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stories away from the particular individuals, shifting the focus more towards the way in which 
their experiences reflect systemic issues in the treatment of health in the workplace. 
Health and Safety Game engages with one of the oldest traditions in social documentary, 
and one that Sekula directly addresses in “On the Invention of Photographic Meaning,” the 
depiction of the effects of labor. Hine’s photograph of Neil Gallagher, as discussed above, was 
part of the NCLC campaign to end unsafe child labor. During the early to mid-1970s, when the 
history of social documentary was still in the process of being rediscovered, Hine’s work for the 
NCLC, as Sekula’s reference indicates, was already known to these artists. The relationship 
Lonidier establishes between subject, artist and viewing public almost inverts Hine’s. Rather than 
present his subjects, as Hine does, as objects of compassion to a privileged public capable of 
intervention on their behalf. He frames each injury as his subjects themselves must frame it, as 
medical evidence. They are pictured and described in order to be most helpful as instrumental 
information for those who find themselves to be participants in the game the piece describes. 
Lonidier plays his role as documentarian in the guise of something between a Conceptual artist 
and a case worker.  
 Within Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier’s work prior to 1976, Health and Safety Game is the 
most direct embodiment of an art practice that exists between “various representational tasks.”144 
The work had an exhibition itinerary that included both art world and labor union publics. It was 
first shown at the Long Beach Museum of Art as part of an exhibition of Lonidier and 
Steinmetz’s work. Between 1977 and 1982 it would be shown at Whitney Museum, as well as, 
                                                
144 Sekula, “On the Invention of the Photographic Meaning.” 5 
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the New Haven Labor Council in Connecticut and the national Occupational Health and Safety 
Conference in San Diego.  
Inspired by his union experience, Lonidier was attempting to outline a project more 
familiar to the 1930s radical documentary of the Worker’s Film and Photo League than almost 
any art of the mid-1970s, the creation of work that would find a home in the working class of the 
United States. In an article in the Red Herring, one of the last iterations of New York Art & 
Language’s attempt to reinvent itself through radical left politics, Lonidier argued that he did not 
consider himself “one of the ‘advanced.’”145 “But,” he continued, “I am not convinced that those 
who do consider themselves ‘advanced’ have proven it in words and deeds. In my experience, the 
M-L (Marxist-Leninist) groups, and the artists within those groups, do not have any significant 
base yet in the U.S. working class.”146 Lonidier continues by outlining what he understands to be 
the necessities for establishing such a base. Most importantly, he argues for the necessity of 
“working as artists within unions,” which he sees as central to working class politics in 1977. For 
the artist, establishing connections with the working class could only be done through an attempt 
to respond to the needs of those organizations most central to struggles of the working class. The 
editors of the Red Herring did not take kindly to Lonidier’s very slightly veiled jabs, prefacing 
the article with a disclaimer which, not only disputed Lonidier’s “unsubstantiated assessments of 
Marxist-Leninists,” but also criticized the way in which he undervalues “working outside 
official, bureaucratic channels.”147 What the Red Herring editors saw as a retrograde deferral to 
institutional conditions, Lonidier saw as the necessary condition of possibility for the production 
                                                





of art which establishes a concrete, rather than merely hypothetical, relationship to the working 
class.  
At the same time, the artist’s commitment to the production of a work that could 
simultaneously the institutions of the art world caused confusion and tension with some of the 
unions where he tried to show it. As he recalled, many union members expected something more 
akin to Diego Rivera than Hans Haacke, when they agreed to the exhibition of pro-labor art.148 
While the work’s explicit engagement with issues of labor and class, at a time when, as the artist 
recalls such issues were distinctly unfashionable in the art world, and its eschewal of a more 
aestheticized version of the photo-text form, made it an awkward fit in then current museums and 
galleries.149 The work was not entirely at home in either location. In each place it pushes against, 
while playing within its disciplinary conditions, and its concerns are not entirely contained 
within either public, however, its role within each situation is dependent upon this excess. On the 
one hand, it is a work that is directed towards its instrumental use as a pedagogical tool in union 
halls, which attempts to rethink the idea of what labor art can be, and breakdown its stagnant 
restriction to 1930s social realism by introducing an approach derived from the recent history of 
Conceptual art. On the other hand, it is a current work of art whose interest lies largely in its 
attempt to breakdown the assumed boundaries of art’s public by its construction around, and 
exhibition within labor unions. If Lonidier’s 29 Arrests used photography to mediate between a 
site of protest and the non-site of the gallery, in Health and Safety Game the union hall and the 
                                                




gallery are sites whose mutual tension allow the work to function as a disagreeable decoy in both 
locations. 
Throughout his Red Herring article, Lonidier uses the first person plural to refer to labor 
union members, including himself in this collective ‘we.’ At one point, in a sentence thrown in 
almost as an aside, the meaning of this ‘we’ shifts, when he notes, “That it is as ‘something else’ 
that we belong to unions.”150 Here the first person plural refers not to union members, but artists. 
For Lonidier, and for Sekula and Rosler, whether as artists, union members, documentarians or 
protesters, it is always as “something else” that they and their work belong, playing a role that is 
always provisional, slightly awkward, partial, and temporary. As Rosler would later say, “We 
were engaging with aesthetic questions, but that wasn’t the main business.”151 At the same time, 
while they were engaging with politics of various kinds, even if it was the “main business,” it 




 Sekula wrote his first version of what in 1978 would become “Dismantling Modernism, 
Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the Politics of Representation)” as a catalogue essay for 
Lonidier and Steinmetz’s 1976 Long Beach Art Museum show. Towards the beginning of the 
essay he lays out the “initial questions” facing artists like himself, Lonidier and Rosler: 
                                                
150 Lonidier, “Art and Unions in the U.S.” 41 




 “The initial questions are these: ‘How do we invent our lives out of a limited ranges 
of possibilities, and how are our lives invented for us by those in power? If these 
questions are asked only within the institutional boundaries of elite culture, only within 
the “artworld,” then the answers will be merely academic. Given a certain poverty of 
means, this art aims towards a wider audience.”152 (emphasis in original) 
 
Sekula’s use of the italicized word “only” in the third sentence of this passage is crucial. 
The “artworld” is not the enemy, it is the exclusivity of that world that would limit any answer to 
his questions to the realm of the “merely academic.” Escape is not the goal, but rather, the ability, 
like the photograph, to exist always between determinations. 
 Health and Safety Game and The Bowery in two inadequate descriptive systems 
are attempts to make art “about other people’s art.”153 When he used this phrase in Aerospace 
Folktales, Sekula was not referring to “art” as something defined by the discourse of art history 
or the institutions of the art world. “Art," as Sekula defines it in this work, is a slippery thing. It 
is what his mother and father do to get by, ways of dealing with and understanding the world, it 
is a kind of know-how, or perhaps it is what Antonio Gramsci would call "common sense."154 
Making art about other people’s art, is not the equivalent of making art about other people. In the 
                                                
152 Sekula, “Reinventing Documentary.” 
153 Sekula, “Aerospace Folktales.” 96 
154 In Gramsci’s words, common sense is “philosophy of non-philosophers, or, in other words the 
conception of the world which is uncritically absorbed by the various cultural and social environments in 
which the moral individuality of the average man is developed. Common sense is not a single unique 
conception, identical in time and space.  It is the folklore of philosophy, and, like folklore, it takes 
countless different forms.” 
Antonio Gramsci, The Antonio Gramsci Reader: Selected Writings 1916-1935, ed. David Forgacs (New 
York: New York University Press, 2000). 343 
 
322 
two works discussed above, it is an attempt to make art under the terms and within the language 
of “other people.” Further, in these two works, this is not simply an immersion in a single, 
ostensibly unified language, but an attempt at translation, at formulating an utterance 




What unites Rosler, Lonidier and Sekula practice is an interest in the work as what 
Bakhtin termed a “living utterance,” always between competing discourses, and the political 
possibilities such a definition presents.155 This amounts to a rethinking of the productivist 
aesthetics outlined by Benjamin and Brecht in the 1920s and 1930s under the terms of a 
postmodern, late capitalist world. On the one hand, as Benjamin describes it, the artist must not 
simply produce revolutionary content, but attempt to change the very means of production.156 On 
the other hand, as Wall argued, such a project becomes wildly unrealistic if it can only be 
envisioned under the terms of a wholesale, Soviet-style revolution.157 The production of art for 
Rosler, Sekula and Lonidier is not, and cannot reasonably be understood to be, an autonomously 
revolutionary action. Nor can its political 'effectiveness' be either guaranteed or measured. 
Instead, it is a constant search for the multitudes of shifting gaps and alternative, institutional and 
discursive spaces that might be strategically occupied, each with their own, often momentary and 
contingent, advantages and disadvantages. They do not, through the sheer power of their 
                                                
155 Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination. 272 
156 Benjamin. “The Author as Producer.”  
157 Wall. “A Draft For ‘Dan Graham’s Kammerspiel.’” 
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theoretical or aesthetic brilliance, produce such gaps and such spaces, but they can pinpoint them 
and move into them, even if only for a moment before they are again foreclosed. However, this 
movement requires a willingness to understand ‘art,’ as itself a “discursive field” without a 
center, as something always formed in and against its apparent exterior. It also requires a 
continual attentiveness to the socio-political landscape in which one works, an endless task of 
searching out opportunities where they present themselves, and revising strategies when they are 
no longer relevant.158 These artists do not do battle with the great institutions of the art world, 
nor do they stage an exodus from them, rather they put them to work for aims, which will always 
exceed their interests. Further, they do not abandon any history of art or the avant-garde, but 
rather understand the avant-garde, at its best, as in continual relation to whatever inklings of 
revolutionary political possibility appear within actually existing political struggles. 
                                                
158 Claire Bishop argues for a form of art that parallels this description, stating, "We need to recognize art 
as a form of experimental activity overlapping with the world, who negativity may lend support towards a 
political project (without bearing the sole responsibility for devising and implementing it), and - more 
radically - we need to support progressive transformation of existing institutions through the transversal 
encroachment of ideas whose boldness is relate to (and at times greater than) that of artistic imagination.”  
Bishop rightly critiques the reification of "participation" as an end in and of itself, both 
inadvertently preserving the artist's sovereign position as the origin of potential political action through 
whose art "participatory" 'politics becomes possible, and as highlighting the sheer determination of the 
work by its audience as itself inherently democratic. 
At their best, between 1967 and 1975, Rosler, Lonidier and Sekula evade these pitfalls breaking 
with both traditions of participatory art, which Bishop identifies. Neither relying on art’s ability to posit a 
utopian social body through a “negation of a negation,” the self-critical embodiment of art’s own limits, 
nor attempting to “directly” assert such a body, through an assumption of art’s autonomous ability to not 
only imagine, but realize a kind of utopia. 
Bishop. Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship. 275-284 
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 Art, for Rosler, Lonidier and Sekula, is something put to work, something that 
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